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Uncaged 
by SeraphHT 


Summary 


Penelope discovers a glitch in the game system and runs away, leaving everything behind. 


But they somehow remember, and they search for her. She soon becomes the most wanted 
woman in the empire. 


Notes 


Truthfully, I'm not really sure where I want to go with this story, but a game can glitch out 
amirite. and it's about time Penny got to have a lil fun and live life on her own terms. 


This fic also has major major spoilers if you haven't finished the novel. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


the beauty i've been blind to 


Chapter Notes 


Penny reincarnates every time she dies. This chapter begins very early in a new cycle, so 
she hasn't met all the men yet. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


She had been through countless cycles, and the game system had been her omnipotent God 
from day one. It was the source of her safety and also the cause of her suffering. The invisible 
all-knowing entity dictated her decisions and actions, and not once did she question whether 
a flaw existed. 


So she was speechless to discover that one did. 


‘Are these actually real?' she thought incredulously, picking up one of the many gold coins 
that spawned onto her bed. Its weight and shine indicated that she was holding actual wealth 
in her hands. 


Wealth that had materialized out of thin air. The sudden realization that the system wasn't as 
perfect as she assumed floored her so much that she wasn't even that angry at herself for 
never thinking about the possibility. 


When she moved her hands in a certain way, the usual holographic game window opened up 
to a series of codes followed by a command console. 


‘The code to spawn money is simple enough, but is there really any kind of flaw to bring me 
back to my original world?' 


She pondered for a few moments, her heart beating loudly with anticipation. But she fought 
to lower her giddiness, afraid of getting her hopes up. Thanks to her multiple deaths, she 
knew better than to expect anything from this godforsaken universe. 


Finally, she chose to spawn more coins instead. Sweeping them into a pouch, she locked her 
new treasures into the drawer and walked up to the window overlooking the manor grounds. 


She had to do more research before attempting to use the glitch to return to her real body. Jf 
that was even possible. Without precautions, she could end up damning herself to an even 
worse existence than her current never-ending fate. 


For now, it seemed the glitch could only be used to materialize items, and even then she only 
knew the code for money. 


Her chest filled with unease and trepidation; emotions that were constant in every cycle. In an 
effort to ease her pulse, she focused on the scenery. The sunlight filtered beautifully through 
the trees, casting patchy shadows on the grass, and the momentary peacefulness helped to 
ground her. 


She had always been so focused on staying alive that she hardly ever just existed. She never 
once simply lived in the moment, and it was a pity that only now she saw how beautiful the 
world of this game was. 


She stared at the greenery, lost in thought. Then she blinked. 


‘What the hell am I waiting for?' she thought, her eyes widening a little as her gaze flickered 
beyond the estate gates. 


To hell with this game's stupid plot. Why would she care that Yvonne would eventually bring 
the end of the world? Penelope was going to be reincarnated anyway. And if she didn't, well, 
good riddance to this life. She had given up all hope of ever returning to the real world. 


At least she'd be spending her last moments with no regrets. 


She walked to her desk and procured a paper and pen. Though conditioned to fight back 
against any form of happiness, there was no way to stop the excitement as she made a list of 
travelling essentials. She couldn't believe she was even considering this; the possibilities 
were endless. 


For the first time in a long time, she felt like she had a choice. 


Part of her love for archeology was travelling to exotic places. Her heart hurt gently as she 
recalled her passion for that field-- something she hadn't thought of in forever. Somewhere 
along the way, she had abandoned all hope that she would ever pursue that knowledge once 
more. 


‘But now that I have money, I could do that again,' she smiled faintly, tracing her finger over 
the edge of the list. 


It wouldn’t be easy travel, but the archeologist in her was prepared for rough and dirty 
journeys. Who knows, maybe she'd even find some caves or investigate local legends to find 
her own dig sites. 


She folded the paper and locked it in her drawer. Time to plan her escape. 


A few hours later, she was trotting carefully along the edge of the high fence, looking for the 
tell-tale stone that marked the doggy hole in their fortress. Although she was unwanted in this 
family, she knew she couldn't just walk out the front door. The men in her house had some 
weird guilt-and-pride complex that she couldn't be bothered to understand. 


That hole in the wall had been consistent throughout the cycles, but it wouldn't hurt to 
confirm its location again for a smooth escape. After taking a peek and rearranging the 
bushes, she retreated back towards the mansion, but didn't get very far. 


"Hey ! " 


She froze, feeling a sense of déja vu. Reynold watched her curiously, drenched in sweat with 
a wooden sword resting against his shoulder. 


At least this time she was a distance away from the opening, and turned away from it. "Yes?" 


"What are you doing?" he questioned, his frown deeper than usual. His gaze darted between 
her and the hidden spot. 


‘Why's he looking there? There's no reason for him to think that I know it exists. Suspicious 
bastard.’ 


But there was something different about his facial expression. The usual bored look on his 
face in past encounters now had a hint of unease. If anything, he looked puzzled. 


"Nothing, just taking a walk," she replied casually. 


"Don't give me that crap. Who the hell takes a walk near the training area?" 


Her gaze remained cool. "Which is precisely why I'm turning back." 


His brows furrowed, annoyance and confusion merged together. "So you're telling me you 
weren't looking at that opening in the wall?" 


A pang of surprise shot through her. Now, that was new. His usual cocky way of revealing 
this information to her had changed from previous cycles. His proud confidence had slightly 
faltered. 


Interesting, but she had more important things to do. She arched her brow. "There's an 
opening in the wall?" 


"Hey!" he yelled, gritting his teeth. "This isn't the first instance I've caught you sneaking 
around here, and you're s¢i// using that petty 'going for a walk' excuse." 


This time, there was no way for her to stop the incredulity on her face. "Did you hit your 
head or something? When did that happen?" 


In a different life, sure. But there was no way he remembered that. 


He frowned, rubbing his chin in thought as he looked away. After a minute of contemplation, 
he let out an exasperated sigh. "I... don't know, but it happened for sure. Don't lie to me!" 


"I'm not lying. You'd think I'd remember if I ran into you on what would otherwise be a very 
peaceful walk." 


"What did you just say?!" 


Annoyed, she turned around. "I'll be on my way now. I'll pretend that you didn't just 
voluntarily reveal to me precious information about where the knights go when they skip 
training." 


She could hear him fuming as she quickly reentered the mansion. The rapid beating in her 
chest calmed once she reached her room, and she closed the doors with a soft sigh. Truth be 
told, Reynold being so adamant just now mildly unsettled her. 


‘Relax. He doesn't know anything. He was just looking for a fight.' 


Convincing herself that her plans to run away were still intact, she checked her pouch again. 
The coins were still there. If there was one thing she never grew tired of, it was her wealth, 
and it was even better now that her wealth was practically never-ending. 


T should leave tomorrow night,' she thought. 'That son of a bitch is probably keeping a 
lookout on that doggy hole today, and it wouldn't hurt to take more time to make sure this 
gold doesn't just disappear.' 


But even if it did, she could always just respawn the money, as long as she spent it before it 
faded away. [fit faded away. 


Just to be safe, she tried the glitch again, and more shiny coins fell into her lap. Ah, the joys 
of the system error. Was this what unlimited power felt like? 


The next day was quiet and uneventful, as she wanted it to be. Secluded in her room, she did 
some reading and tested her magic. Though there wasn't much to do; as with every cycle, her 
magical prowess reset, and even when her mind contained much knowledge, her mana 
manifestation had yet to catch up. 


Nothing a little practice couldn't fix. 


‘And I better pace my training carefully. Not looking forward to passing out from 
overexertion like last time.’ 


She smiled as a thought occurred to her. What's the rush? There was no need to defend 
herself from danger anymore. In this cycle, learning magic was not a life-or-death urgency 
like it used to be. 


A knock sounded on her door and Emily popped her head in. "My lady, the first young 
master is here to see you." 


Penelope blinked, and before she could respond, Derrick pushed past the maid and into her 
room. He was as regal as ever, meeting her gaze with a hardened look. This was unusual. 


Why was he here? 


Finally realizing what was happening, she hastily stood up from where she was sitting on the 
sofa. "Young master." 


An emotion flickered in his eyes very briefly when she spoke, but his impenetrable stoic 
expression returned before she could identify it. "Penelope." 


Something in his tone was almost accusatory, and though he was always like that when 
talking with her, she wasn't even sure what she had done to make him angry this time. 


Unless if Reynold spun some stupid lie that she tried to sneak out? But before she could 
assume further, Derrick's flat voice broke her out of her reverie. 


"Is your neck..." 


Her eyes snapped to his face. His gaze was less severe now, and he was staring at her collar. 
His lips set into a thin straight line was the only indication that he was uncharacteristically 
hesitating. 


If anything, this just perplexed her even more. She subconsciously traced a hand under her 
jaw. "What about it?" 


He didn't reply immediately. It might seem like he was glaring, but she knew him well 
enough by now to know that he was actually bewildered. “Are you injured?” 


“Um, no...?” 


Awkward silence stretched between them for what felt like eons, then he turned away with a 
hand massaging his temple. "Never mind. I must've been mistaken." 


He left the room without another word. She stood there for a while longer, not quite sure how 
to react. Finally, she sunk back into the cushions, thinking. 


Her neck? The only time she hurt her neck was in the past, during the banquet at the imperial 
palace. But that had yet to happen in this cycle. 


'.. this is making me anxious." 


To ease her heart, she ordered Emily to bring her some melon sherbet. After all, that was the 
only thing she would miss once she left this godforsaken place. 


Penelope pulled the hood further down over her head, shuffling through the night market. 
The sounds of merchants and people laughing strangely liberated her. The noise was like an 
affirmation to her escape. 


To her freedom. 


Half an hour ago, she left the ducal estate with nothing but a sack of coins and the clothes on 
her back. The market supplied the travel essentials on her list, and before long, she found 
herself on a merchant caravan on its way to the next town. 


T should probably dye my hair,' she pondered, examining her newly-bought crossbow. 
‘Maybe I should pretend to be a hunter, too?' 


She paused, suddenly feeling wistful. The days she spent as Cha Siyeon were nothing but a 
faint memory now, but something about her current situation reminded her of that old life. 


The luxury to worry about normal things. 


She laughed quietly to herself, then the sky overhead broke her train of thought. A far 
contrast from the pollution of Korea, the highway of stars twinkled brilliantly. 


All those lives, and she only now just noticed. 


She admired the ethereality until the bumpy road nearly threw her off the caravan. Steadying 
herself, it was then she realized that the capital of Eorka had finally been reduced to lights on 
the horizon, and she stared at it absent-mindedly. 


Despite all the hardships, she assumed she'd have mixed feelings about leaving, but as she 
stared into the distance, the only thing she felt was relief. 


Iklies would still be a slave in that auction house until the Duke found him. Callisto would be 
throwing a tantrum by himself in that garden maze. Vinter would never receive a pair of blue 
cufflinks that matched his eyes. 


Penelope smiled. She had never felt so free. 


Travelling with merchants was the right choice. She had more protection, never ran out of 
supplies, learned to mingle well, and even picked up on their advice. For every night during 
that one week on the road, she stared up at the starry sky, her mind blissfully happy and 
peaceful. 


They stopped by a few settlements, but it wasn't until they reached the fairly-populated town 
did she separate from them, wishing them well on their journey. But that was quite some time 
ago. As of now, she was carefully aiming her crossbow between the bushes, watching the 
deer graze between the trees. Her gloved finger gingerly rested on the trigger. 


‘Steady, now..." 


The deer fell easily. Her hunting companion hummed in approval, walked past her and hefted 
the carcass over his shoulders. She wiped the sweat from her brow and led the way from the 
forest back to the settlement and towards the inn. 


Entering through the back door into the kitchen, the innkeeper gasped in delight upon seeing 
her. "Penny, you and your boyfriend never fail to deliver. We'll be eating great tonight!" 


"He's not my boyfriend... but you're welcome," she smiled as her buddy placed the deer on 
the kitchen counter. 


The innkeeper continued singing praises as she led Penelope out to the front counter for 
payment. The ground floor of her temporary home was a pub, peaceful and nearly empty 
during the sleepy lunch hour, but she knew those seats would fill up with rowdy customers by 
sunset. 


"Here you go," the innkeeper said, handing her a handful of coins. "The maid finished your 
laundry earlier and put the clothes by your door. Would you also like her to bring dinner up to 
your room later?" 


"Yes, please. Sorry for the trouble." 


"Nonsense! I've been raking in business these past two weeks because of the fresh meat you 
bring to my kitchen. Any reliable hunter is welcome to rent my rooms at half price." 


Penelope laughed nervously. Numerous lives did have the tendency to sharpen one's skills. 
"Actually, my companion did most of the work." 


The man behind her said nothing about her white lie. He was a quiet man who didn't care 
enough to be curious, but that was something she liked about him. With a smile, she divided 
the bounty equally between them, and he retreated up the stairs to his room. 


The innkeeper watched with a teasing smile. "Are you sure you two only recently met? You 
youngsters make a good team." 


"Well, those carcasses won't carry themselves, will they?" Penelope smiled wryly, 
uncomfortable at her assumption. "I'll be going now, ma'am. If the runner comes back with 
that black walnut I asked for, do send it up with my dinner." 


She climbed up to the third floor and entered her room, checking to ensure all articles of 
clothing that she sent to be washed were there. She brushed the dirt off her thick leather 
corset and cleaned her crossbow. Then, the rest of daylight was spent in a nap until the maid 
brought dinner to her door. 


As Penelope placed the stew on the table, her reflection in the tiny mirror caught her eye. Part 
of her lamented having to cover her magenta locks with dark dye, but at least it wasn't 
permanent. Though that was a disadvantage at the same time, since she needed a supply of 
black walnut every few weeks. 


Her thoughts wandered as she tucked into her meal. She was in a pretty great position right 
now with good food and a comfortable bed, but her fifteen days in this town didn't reveal any 
caves or local rumors for investigation. So that was nil for archeological opportunities. 


‘Maybe because we're still quite close to the capital?' she thought. 'Rarer sites would 
probably be in places closer to the coast.' 


Lifting her hand, thorns emerged to delicately carry a book from her bed to her desk. She 
smiled faintly as the thorns slinked away. At least her magic was starting to catch up, and she 
was making quite good progress. 


The book in her hands was something she bought at a bookstore; a rare shop outside of the 
capital. It was a literature on magic, and though not strictly a book to improve her mana, she 
found its theories quite entertaining as she finished her meal. 


After scribbling some notes and planning her next steps, she put on her cloak and headed 
down to the pub, first, to send her empty dish to the kitchen, and second, to put in a 


requisition order with the innkeeper. As expected, after nightfall, the place was brimming 
with laughing crowds, enjoying drinks and food galore. 


Leaning against the bar counter, she handed the innkeeper her list of supplies and some 
money. 


"I'm sure that errand boy will have all these ready by tomorrow night," the older woman said, 
before pushing a drink into her hands. "Come, it's been awhile since you let loose!" 


"But " 


"The last time you drank was one week ago! That's way too long, especially for somebody as 
young as you. And you're always working! Time to relax. Don't worry, it's my treat." 


Penelope didn't have the heart to tell her that she was technically not supposed to drink yet. 
With a resigned sigh, she took careful sips of the beer. This body's alcohol tolerance was 
terrible, and she didn't plan to repeat another incident of waking up next to an attractive 
stranger in her bed. And though that was mortifying at the time, it was a pretty funny 
memory to recall now. 


She closed her eyes and focused on the throng of noises. One particular voice stood out. 


"I heard merchants say there were some palace knights a few towns down the road." 


Palace knights? Hm. At least it was better gossip to listen to than the arm wrestling 
happening at the other corner. Mildly interested, she tuned in to their conversation. 


"Yeah, they say that the bastard crown prince is raking the empire, looking for some woman 
with a wacky name. Penelope, or something?" 


... What? 


Her heart rate began to pick up, her grip tightening on the glass. Callisto was looking for her? 
But why? 


She didn't even meet him in this life. 


One of the strangers bellowed in laughter. "I heard she was the daughter of some duke, so he 
must’ve been super insane for her to run away from a life like that. Nothing good ever comes 
out of being the crown prince’s lover." 


The other man scoffed. "Yeah, well, she isn't just his lover, apparently. She's his fiancée." 


"Oh? I didn't know he was engaged!" 


Worsened by the drunken laughter in the pub, Penelope could feel the onset of a headache in 
her skull. 'T didn't know I was engaged, either.’ 


As dread replaced the shock, chugging the whole mug of alcohol suddenly seemed very 
appealing. 


Chapter End Notes 


I'd like to clarify that the "first life" Penny went through is what happens in the novel, 
but she died at a certain point, so there will be a lot of references to this first loop of 
hers. So right now in this fic, she's on the nth cycle. (basically up to you to headcanon 
how many times she's relived the time loop) 


Do leave some kudos! 


it's all fun and games until... 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you so much to everyone who left such kind comments on the previous chapter, I 
wasn't expecting such feedback. And thanks as well to those who are following this 
story! It means a lot that you are all curious about this little idea of mine! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Penelope thanked the merchant, who had been her travelling companion for the past few 
days, and made her way through the town to a local tailor after asking some residents for 
directions. The seamstress spoke as soon as she entered the shop. 


"You must be from one of the caravans," she said, eyeing the bundle in her customer's arms 
with surprise. "Had some trouble along the way, I see." 


"Yes, but we got the bear before it could hurt anyone," Penelope smiled, placing the thick roll 
of fur on a nearby table along with a sack of coins. "Please clean this up so it'll make a good 
hooded cloak for me." 


The seamstress chuckled as she took Penelope's measurements. "This type of material would 
be very heavy for someone as petite as you. Something lighter is more suitable." 


"Maybe, but I killed the bear, so it's only right that I get to use its fur," Penelope shrugged. 
"Will this be done by tomorrow afternoon?" 


"That's less than a day for me to work with, but I can do that. Are you in a hurry?" 


‘Am I? I've got a head start on those imperial knights, but who knows how far they'll go to 
look for me,' she thought, opting not to respond to the seamstress' question. 


Some time later, she was seated at a table in an open, family-run eatery. The warmth of her 
ham and cheese dinner was a welcome change to the dried meat rationed during travel. One 
downside of carrying as little as possible also meant a limit to the foods she could bring, and 
hitching rides with merchant caravans obligated her to share. 


T really should look into buying a horse for travelling solo.' 


The sunset tinged the sky around her in a deep orange hue, and there weren't many people 
walking around. Ever since she began her new life, there were many interludes of peace like 
this. She appreciated every moment. It was nice to not worry about dying. 


Night had fallen by the time she was done with her meal, and she asked a question to the 
cashier as she paid. "Where's the inn?" 


"There are two, but I suggest going to the one next to the saloon," the cashier replied, 
pointing in said direction. "Us locals avoid the other one." 


"Why?" 


"Because a lot of outsiders have been passing through here. Not peddlers, but shady folk. 
They've been having gatherings in the basement of that inn for the past few days." 


"What kind of gatherings?" 


The cashier shrugged. "I don't know, lady. Some people heard chanting. Whatever it is, it isn't 
good." 


Penelope turned away with a frown, thinking. Suddenly, the game window popped up. 


Alternate quest unlocked! Discover the purpose behind the {secret meetings}. Would 
you like to be transported to the suspicious inn? (Reward: secret item.) 


Her frown deepened. She hadn’t seen the game system window in forever. 'This must be some 
trick to rope me back into the stupid ass plot.' 


She pressed 'no' and went on her way to the recommended accommodation. In another life, 
she might have been compelled to investigate, but now, whatever happened in this world was 
frankly none of her damn business. She just didn’t give a rat’s ass anymore. 


After booking a room and washing up, she spawned another bag of coins and sat on her bed. 
Another thing she missed about the ducal estate was the library. It was a rare day to come 
across books in her travels to small towns. 


Which meant information usually had to be gathered through people. 


The lobby of the inn had a group of friends, presumably merchants, seated around tables 
playing cards, and she soon joined in with her own wagers. Though not an excellent player, 
she wasn't terrible, either. Those days spent travelling in caravans taught her well in board 
games and mingling. 


Before long, she was laughing hard with her new companions. Their stories were entertaining 
and the mirth was contagious. One of them was just finishing up a long tale. 


"That was the day I realized that nobles aren't half as good as they think they are," the man 
huffed, met with snickers from the group. "If they were in charge of the actual hunting for 
pelts, this whole empire would never get the supplies it needs!" 


Penelope had a wide smile on her face, her shoulders bobbing with stifled laughter. This story 
reminded her of the hunting competition. 


"Seems like our new friend here is particularly amused," a middle-aged woman from the 
group chuckled, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "Must've had first-hand experience 
dealing with the lords and ladies." 


Penelope's new friends cooed, begging her to tell them. The grin on her face was starting to 
hurt her cheeks. The situation reminded her of her old life, back when she shared campus 
gossip with her study group, or cracked dumb jokes with her coworkers. Moments like these 
made her feel that maybe life had a meaning to it after all. 


“Okay, okay," she conceded. The group cheered and she vaguely told the story of the hunting 
competition in her past life, concealing major details. 


By the time she was done, the party was laughing with jabs at the aristocracy. She had so 
much fun that it was sometimes hard to breathe. 


"So Penny, doesn't it get boring, mixing with us commoners?" another man asked. "Sounds 
like you spent a long time as a maid in that noble estate." 


"Actually, I've never been so entertained," she smiled. "People are so fake over there. So coy 
and sly, and for what? It was infuriating. Here, I feel like I belong." 


The group uproared, yelling 'amen' in agreement. Another woman patted her arm. 


"How about joining up with us? We'd be happy to welcome you to our little family." 


Her heart ached gently. Penelope casted her an apologetic glance. "Thank you, but I'm 
making my way to the coastline. I've never seen the sea before." 


Her new friends pouted. 


"Ay guys, respect her decision," one of them consoled. "Besides, good for her, right? She 
could enjoy the festival after-parties!" 


Memories of that particular festival from a past cycle came to mind. She faked curiosity. 
"Oh? I thought the festival ended a few days ago." 


Somewhere along the way, she had lost track of time, so she was actually just assuming this. 


"Yeah, but that's in the capital! Other places celebrate for some time afterwards, though 
without the fancy fireworks," one of them grinned, before leaning forward almost 
conspiringly. "Since you're headed for the coast, the next town over is just a few hours away. 
They've got a brothel there where they party hard, and tomorrow night's the last dance!" 


The middle-aged woman smacked her companion hard. "What's wrong with you, telling a 
lady like her to visit that sort of place!" 


"Ow! Hey, I was just telling her where to go for a good time! It's not like she has to hire a 
gigolo! As long as she's got money to gamble and drink, they won't kick her out!" 


"Still!" 


Penelope laughed so hard that she almost wheezed. It took some time to catch her breath. 
"Actually, that sounds interesting," she said, wiping tears of happiness from her eyes. "Thank 
you for telling me." 


She spent another hour trading hunting and travelling tips with the group before retiring to 
her room. Her smile and occasional giggles persisted as she practiced some magic, and 
eventually, she went to sleep with a happy heart. 


The mid-morning sun was shining outside her window by the time she woke up. After a late 
breakfast, she followed local directions to some stables near the town entrance. 


"You know how to ride a horse, missy?" the man eyed her skeptically. 


"I'm so good at it that you could say I've done it in a past life," she smiled wryly. "Now, let 
me see what you've got." 


Eventually, she picked out a muscular, mild-mannered steed. "What's its name?" 


"Doesn't have one." 


"How about Emily?" 


"He's a stallion," the man arched an unimpressed brow. 


She rolled her eyes and handed him the bag of coins. "Alright. Emmet, then." 


She'd rather die than admit to some stranger that a small part of her missed her personal maid. 
She may have initially distrusted Emily, but cycle after cycle, she proved her loyalty again 
and again. In all those lives except this one, Emily was the closest person she ever had to a 
friend. 


Her new horse towered over her, but nuzzled her lovingly as though relieved that he had 
escaped the musty stables. His obedience as she led him around reaffirmed that she made a 
good choice. It also gave her a bittersweet feeling, remembering the person of whom he was 
named after. 


‘Okay. Enough feeling sorry for myself. Time for some shopping.’ 


By the time it was noon, Emmet was saddled up and bridled, his harnesses equipped with 
pouches and belts to carry her supplies. She checked out of the inn and mounted her horse, 
adjusting the bear fur over her shoulders. 


The seamstress was right-- it was heavy. But its weight was welcome. She felt almost regal, 
unwillingly recalling Callisto's red cape. 


Suddenly, a little boy came up to the inn and pasted a poster on the wall outside. The face 
printed on it was familiar. 


"Hey, where did you get that?" she asked the child, who strained to look up at her on her 
horse. 


"A courier brought it to town this morning." 


That was her face. Her name was even printed in large, bolded letters. 


"Are the imperial knights already here?" she questioned again. 


The boy shrugged. "I don't know, miss. My job is just to put the posters up." 


As he skittered away, Penelope looked around. The town seemed quiet. 


T don't think they're here yet, I'm probably still way ahead,' she frowned, nudging Emmet 
into a slow trot. ‘They must've started spreading posters so people would be more alert.' 


That way, the probability of her being noticed was higher, and the locals would have 
information once the knights do roll through. She sighed, prompting Emmet to go faster as 
she pulled the hood over her head, her fur cape fluttering in the wind. 


This was a problem. 


A few hours after the sunset, she arrived in the town her new friends told her about yesterday. 
After renting out a spot in the stables for Emmet, she headed for the brothel, paying the 
guards for entrance. She had ideas about what the inside would look like, but nothing could 
prepare her for what she saw. 


The interior was decorated with shiny gold metals and colourful flowy fabrics. Music and 
laughter filled the air, followed by sounds of clinking glasses. Attractive men and women 
flocked to the haughtier-looking customers, encouraging them to drink and gamble more. She 
couldn’t help but giggle to herself. 


“Ah, another kitten to play with,” a pretty lady walked up to her, eyeing her fur cloak 
appreciatively. “How about you and I have some fun together?” 


“Well...” 


“Don’t be shy,” the lady caressed her arm, eyes twinkling. “If you prefer men, then I'll 
introduce you to my friends.” 


Before Penelope could say anything else, she was pulled away into the crowd, and soon lost 
herself in the jovial atmosphere. She minimized her drinking and focused more on gambling, 
and though she lost a few rounds, it soon became obvious to the patrons that she was rich 
enough to stay in the game. Before long, she was winning. 


“Have mercy on me, little miss!” her opponent begged, her streak sobering him up a little. 
“You seem like you have enough money already, so there’s no need to take mine away. I 
implore you!” 


She hummed curiously. “Well, do you have anything else you could offer? Books, maybe?” 


The man pondered for a moment before rummaging through his bag and placing a bundle on 
the table. “I don’t have any books, but I have these teleportation scrolls. I was heading for the 
capital to sell these in the black market.” 


Her jaw dropped as she picked up one of the rolls of paper. “Are you serious? Why the black 
market? I’m sure these are worth a fortune to anyone.” 


“Apparently they don’t work for people who don’t have strong mana,” the man grumbled. 
“The damn underground is the only market willing to buy them. They’re basically worthless 
to me at the moment.” 


His items were legit. She remembered all the times she had to use them in the past, so it was 
easy to identify the authenticity. 


“B-But, my money right now is more important than that,” he pleaded. “Will you take the 
scrolls?” 


Penelope pretended to consider for a few moments. “Alright, fine, I'll take all three scrolls in 
exchange for what you’ve gambled,” she said, and he visibly collapsed with relief. She 
laughed. “If you need the money so much, why put it up for stake? No more gambling for 
you tonight, old man.” 


The merchant thanked her profusely, words slurring in his drunken state as some escorts 
carried him away. She tucked the scrolls into the pouch around her belt and played a few 
more rounds, though nobody had more interesting items to offer. They did, however, make 
for good conversation, and she enjoyed the rest of her evening very much. 


When morning came, she stretched languidly on the large bed. The rooms in the brothel were 
almost as lavish as her room in the ducal estate, but with the added benefit of a polite, 
handsome man to accompany her throughout the night and bring breakfast to her bed when 
the sun rose. 


‘Travelling on the roads and visiting quaint towns has its own charm, but who knew I'd find 
such luxury way out here, too?’ 


After taking a fragrant bath and wearing her freshly-laundered clothes, she slipped the fur 
cloak onto her body and brushed her hair in the large mirror. The black dye was still there but 
was starting to fade, revealing a dark pink undertone. She’d have to fix that soon. 


Just as she pondered whether or not she should stay another day, the building shook violently. 
She was thrown off her feet. 


‘What the hell?’ 


When she opened her door, the smoke and dust almost blinded her. Innocents were coughing 
and screaming, tripping over the rubble of the ruined entrance. Numerous dark silhouettes 
could be seen through the smog. 


“Spread out!” a commanding voice yelled out. Her mind screamed danger as the shadows 
began to move. “Kill the fake goddess!” 


‘Fake goddess?’ 


Suddenly, a system window popped up. Alternate quest unlocked! Save the civilians in the 
{comfort house} by defeating the unknown assailants. Will you proceed with the quest? 
(Reward: +10% ???’s favorability, secret item.) 


She couldn’t believe her eyes. ‘F-Favorability...’ 


One of the targets was nearby? 


‘T need to get the hell out of here,’ she thought frantically, but then, beyond the holographic 
window, hooded figures emerged. For just a moment, time slowed as she recognized the 
pattern of their cloaks. ‘Wait... Leila?’ 


This quest will automatically be accepted in 5... 4... 


‘No! Stupid game!’ she screamed in her head, turning on her heel to find an alternate exit. 
She heard screams behind her as the Leila followers accosted some of the patrons. 


“T see the fake goddess!” 


An arrow embedded itself into her arm. She cried out in pain, looking down in shock at the 
blood seeping through. Wait... wasn’t her body supposed to move automatically? Weren’t 
there any instructions on what to do? 


“Get her!” 


The menacing order snapped her out of her reverie. Thinking quickly, it was obvious she had 
to take matters into her own hands. She turned around with a deadly glare and flared her aura, 
counting five enemies. The game wasn’t helping her. Something must have gone wrong. Was 
it because of the glitch? 


She could only pray her magic was enough. 


With only one working arm, she summoned her thorns to wrap around her would-be 
assailants. Shouts of agony filled the air as the thorns cut into their skin the more they 
struggled. Three of them were down, but the other two were quick to dodge. 


She ducked, barely missing the swipe of a dagger. Focusing mana into her leg, she kicked 
him square in the stomach and sent him flying. But she knew she was too late to 
counterattack the other one that appeared behind her. 


A burst of purple aura slammed into the assassin, pushing him across the room. She blinked, 
unsure of what happened, but sure of what to do next. Without hesitation, she wrapped all 
five assassins in coffins of thorns, coiling them tighter until the screams stopped. 


The smoke was beginning to clear. As the adrenaline faded from her veins, it was only then 
she felt her lungs burning. Her biceps were aching sharply, too, and she glared down at the 
injury she sustained. Crap, her bandages and antiseptics were with Emmet. Time to get to the 
stables. 


“My lady?” 


... shit. 


“My lady, you’re hurt!” 


Now she knew where that purple aura came from. 


Vinter rushed up to her, his eyes wide with horror at the arrow embedded in her arm. “We 
must get you to a doctor,” he said gravely. “It could be poisoned.” 


She stared at him, eyes unfocused as a million thoughts ran through her head. Of all the 
targets, why this man? This fucking man. It didn’t matter why he was here; all she wanted 
was for him to get out of her sight. 


“My lady?” he touched her shoulder, and she flinched back as though she had felt fire. He 
paused, puzzled, and when she took a step back, she realized that she was trembling. 


“You’re shaking,” he observed, and the concern in his eyes irritated her beyond words. 
“Come, let’s sit...” 


“Don’t touch me,” she growled, finally finding her voice amid the shock and anger. 


He froze. “...my lady?” 


“T said don’t touch me!” she spat, venom in her voice. “Don’t act all worried like this isn’t 
your fault.” 


He paled, confused. She didn’t give him time to process. 


“You're the reason why I can’t die,” she seethed, narrowing her eyes. “So don’t pretend like 
you care. It makes me sick.” 


Grabbing the hilt of the arrow, she pulled it out of her arm, wincing at the sharp pain as it 
clattered to the ground. Vinter stepped forward in panic. 


“Don’t do that!” he exclaimed, immediately pressing cloth to the wound. She hissed and 
weakly tried to push him away, but his grip on her wrist was strong as he applied pressure 
and procured another long strip of fabric to make an improvised bandage. “Stop struggling, 
please. Why are you doing this to yourself?” 


“Fuck you!” she cursed. “Get your hands off me!” 


“T doubt this is something you can treat on your own,” he said, almost pleading. “I beg you, 
let’s see a doctor.” 


“And then what? Be dragged back to the duchy? Reclaim my role as another pawn in your 
game?” 


He stiffened, and she stopped struggling, meeting his apprehensive eyes with a glare of her 
own. “You trapped me in this never ending loop because of your own stupidity and guilt, 
betting all your hopes on me to save your world. And yet, even now, you still doubt me.” 


He was at a loss for words. “I... I don’t...” 


“Just... quiet,” she said, looking away sadly. “I already have enough suspicious douchebags 
in my life.” 


His grip loosened on her wrist, and the makeshift bandage around her upper arm was already 
soaking through with blood. The two of them just stood there in tense silence, the grief 
making it impossible for her to even look at his shoes. She remained turned away from him. 


Don’t cry. Dont cry. 


Vinter swallowed nervously, hesitant. He reached his other hand up towards her face, and she 
flinched back, grimacing at the ground. 


For just a moment, his eyes flickered with hurt. 


“Why are you here?” she asked, voice quiet. “Of all the people...” 


His throat felt dry. “We... were supposed to meet at the imperial banquet. When I didn’t run 
into you at the garden maze, I felt... lost. Waiting for somebody I’ve never met.” 


She waited for him to continue. Eventually, he did. “I later learned the Eckarts never went to 
the banquet. They were too busy looking for you.” 


Her shoulders tensed. “And? You decided to help them?” 


“Not just me. I was at the duchy when the crown prince arrived, as well. They are all 
searching for you, my lady.” 


Her heart stung a little at the thought of Callisto, but she shut it down hard. 


“T was travelling to several settlements, putting up notices with your information. It was 
fortunate I was nearby when I felt dark magic.” 


So Vinter was the courier distributing her missing posters. It made sense. The man could 
teleport, after all. 


She scoffed at his dedication. “You could have sent someone else for the posters.” 


“They would have taken too long.” 


“Why the hell does everyone care so much?” 


He was quiet for several moments. “Truthfully, we don’t have the full picture yet. Each of us 
has fragmented memories, and sometimes new ones emerge, but... it’s hard to explain.” 


Finally, she looked up at his face. His eyes were pleading for her patience, his brows knitted 
with apprehension, but his guilt was the last thing on her mind. 


‘They re only remembering the things that happened during the first time loop,’ she thought, 
her temple throbbing painfully. ‘Js this because of the glitch? But... they dont remember all 


Of it.” 


“We don’t know much, but we’ve all agreed that my lady is the key to everything,” he said. 
“Now, let’s get--” 


He cried out in pain and fell to the ground, writhing. She dashed out of the ruined entrance. 
Okay, it was a pretty dick move to just knee him in the groin, but she didn’t need all of this 
crap. 


She'd rather die than become a slave to this game again. 


Running past curious townspeople, she was quite a distance away when she heard Vinter’s 
voice shouting behind her. She kept running until she reached the stables, swallowing the 
pain as she haphazardly saddled Emmet. 


Vinter appeared at the stables’ entrance, wincing with pain. “My lady! Please listen!” 


No time to put the bridle on him. Penelope mounted the horse, digging into her belt pouch 
and wrapping her other hand as best as she could around Emmet’s neck. She took out one of 
the transportation scrolls. 


“No!” 


Vinter’s yells drowned out as bright light blinded her vision. Emmet jumped, startled, and she 
held onto him for dear life, the ground beneath them disappearing. 


After flying through the air for a few seconds, her horse abruptly jolted, nearly throwing her 
off, but she managed to stay mounted and opened her eyes just a peek. The world around 
them had stopped shifting. They were in a forest with no distinguishable trail in sight, dark 
clouds in the sky foretelling a heavy storm. 


Looking around, there was no town nearby, which meant she was far away from Vinter. She 
sighed in relief, collapsing against Emmet’s neck. 


‘Fuck, that was too fucking close...’ 


Her heart was still hammering away in her chest, and she idly patted Emmet as she waited for 
her pulse to calm. There were too many things for her to process right now, but she couldn’t 
bring herself to sort them out. It was too exhausting. All she wanted right now was to focus 
on the peace. 


After what felt like forever, she heard thunder rumbling in the distance and sat up, only to 
stiffen in pain. 


Studying the improvised bandage on her arm, it was a long strip of fabric keeping a folded 
piece of cloth pressed tightly against her wound. With one hand, the wrapping came undone, 
and she peeled the soaking red cloth away with a grimace. 


‘At least the injury itself seems to have stopped bleeding already.' 


There was something nostalgic about the square fabric in her hands. Squinting at the corner, 
very vaguely, she could make out the letter V. 


Suddenly, the system window appeared. Quest cleared! Reward gained: A 10% Vinter’s 
favorability, secret item: Magician’s Handkerchief! 


She stared blankly, jaw slack with disbelief. 


...what the hell was she supposed to do with a blood-soaked handkerchief? 


Fuming and grumbling curses, she tucked the now-red napkin away and dismounted her 
horse to properly buckle on the saddle and harness. 


As though sensing her annoyance, Emmet nuzzled her as she put on his bridle, and she 
immediately softened, resting her face against his with a wistful smile. "Well... things are a 
mess right now, but at least I've got you." 


Emmet whinnied happily in response. Then, a thought occurred to her. 


Vinter didn't have a favorability counter. 


Chapter End Notes 


Honestly, I was going to just name Emmet as Emily, but I figured that would be 
confusing. Anyway, don't worry, Penelope will still be having lots of fun in future 
chapters. (Or will she?) 


Do leave some kudos! Comments are welcomed too. 


a trap around every corner 


Chapter Notes 


This was originally supposed to include way more, but I wasn't even halfway through 
when I realized it was already far exceeding my usual word count. So enjoy this longer- 
than-usual chapter! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Penelope chewed on the smoked meat, watching idly as Emmet contentedly grazed. The cold 
morning wind blew into her alcove, and she pulled her fur cloak tighter around herself with a 
shiver. 


It had already been five days since she hid away in the forest. Though she told herself that it 
was simply to allow time for her wound to heal, in reality she was spooked at how close she 
had been to losing her precious freedom. Running into Vinter undoubtedly put his search 
parties into high alert. 


So it made sense to lay low. 


She carefully flexed her arm, and though the muscles were a little stiff, she was satisfied at 
how well the injury was doing. Her magic still wasn’t advanced enough to heal her 
immediately, but it did speed up the process. 


The weather had been alternating between gentle drizzling to heavy storms for days. Perhaps 
because it had not rained at all since she first left the capital, so nature was finally 
compensating. And though she found peace in the sounds of nature and being away from 
civilization, she knew it was time to go back. 


‘Emmet can't survive on forage forever,' she frowned. 'And I can't keep hunting for food once 
I run out of arrows.' 


But was a few days really enough time to let things die down? With a wistful sigh, she 
realized her scarce supplies weren't giving her much of a choice. 


"On the bright side, it's been a good time with just you and me," she grinned at her horse. "It 
all felt like a camping trip. Though I suppose I miss sleeping on a bed." 


But she would also miss the nights she spent here. The feeling of curling up in her fur cloak 
and falling asleep to the sound of rain, waking up to the smell of grass and the sparkle of 
morning dew. In this corner of the world, she felt like the only person alive. 


Her worries seemed small and far away. 


After erasing all traces of the campsite, they trotted through the forest, pushing through the 
light rain. It was another hour or so before they finally came across a discernible carriage 
trail. 


T better not travel right on top of these roads,' she decided, remembering that the dye on her 
head had completely faded. ‘Someone would probably spot my hair from a mile away.' 


She retreated back into the woods just enough to be hidden, before heading parallel to the dirt 
path. This way, she could reach a town without being spotted. Though Emmet deftly 
navigated the terrain, she felt bad about treating him like a fugitive horse. 


By the time an hour had passed, the rain was heavier, but even that couldn't mask the 
commotion of battle. She squinted into the distance, rain blurring the far view. She could hear 
people shouting and the clanging of metal. 


Confidently hidden behind the trees, she nudged Emmet forward for a better look. On the 
main path, several people were engaged in sword fighting around an overturned carriage. 


‘Bandits trying to rob a merchant?' she wondered. 'That doesn't look like a caravan, 
though...’ 


A bright light abruptly flashed, pushing several people back as shouts of agony rang through 
the air. She flinched, shocked at the sight of magic. Since when did bandits use magic? 


Whoever that merchant was, their side was going to lose. 


Alarmed, she tore her gaze away. A storm was coming, and the last thing she needed was to 
get caught in a fight. Swallowing unease, she pushed forward, hoping to ignore the fray. 


Alternate quest unlocked! Defeat the {possessed bandits} and save the merchant. Would 
you like to accept this mission? (Reward: +10% ???'s favorability, secret item.) 


Bad luck seemed to follow her wherever she went. Of course the first person she would run 
into after days of hiding was a capture target! She gritted her teeth, nudging Emmet to move 
faster. There was no way she was getting involved. 


T can't help even if I wanted to. I'm short on arrows, those bandits can use magic, they'd--' 


A flash of pink hair stopped her in her tracks. 


Reynold pierced his sword into the abdomen of an enemy, his face scrunched with effort. 
Even the rain wasn't washing away whatever blood was trickling continuously from his scalp. 
He looked badly wounded. 


Horror filled her as the impaled bandit found his footing and grabbed Reynold's head, lifting 
him up into the air. Her brother shrieked in pain, struggling against the vice grip, legs kicking 
against his assailant. She could almost predict what was going to happen. That bandit was 
going to crush his skull. 


‘But... he's one of the targets. He won't die. He can't .' 


His accomplices, which she only now recognized as Eckart knights, had all fallen. Reynold 
was the only one left. 


'The game won't let him die.' 


Yes, that was right. The system couldn't do that. So why? Why was Reynold still flailing, still 
bleeding, still struggling as though he was about to pass out? Then, she remembered. 


The glitch. 


Because of her, the game wasn't behaving the way it was supposed to. All the colour drained 
from her face as she realized. It was possible that the system cracked just enough to kill a 
capture target. But was she willing to risk Reynold's life just to confirm this? 


The alternate quest window was still flashing before her eyes. 


She pressed 'yes'. 


An arrow buried itself right into the joint of the bandit's wrist. He let Reynold go with a howl, 
his victim crumpling to the ground as all eyes turned to the direction of the attack. 


"It's the fake goddess!" one of them bellowed as she emerged from her cover. Like 
coordinated puppets, they leaped towards her. 


Aiming for the nearest one, she shot an arrow into his eye socket and jumped away at the last 
minute, right before another bandit could grab her. They yelled curses as she landed close to 
the carriage. 


Long vines from the treeline behind them wrapped around their ankles, pulling them to the 
ground. Like snakes, the ropes coiled again and again around their bodies, thorns emerging 
with the intent to kill. Almost all screamed and struggled, but one sliced himself free, and, 


though injured with a thousand tiny cuts, he lunged for her. She stepped back, the edge of the 
glowing knife nicking her across the cheek. 


‘Magic dagger, no wonder he could cut through,' she observed, cocking her crossbow towards 
him. Her last arrow struck his heart and he staggered back in shock. 


No way was she giving him time to recover. Ruthlessly, she yanked the arrow out of his 
chest, and as he screamed in pain, she shoved it down his throat. Her opponent gurgled blood 
and dropped to the ground, dead. 


The ones caught by her thorns were already lifeless heaps as well, and she released her 
magic, the vines slinking back into the forest line. 


Rain relentlessly poured down, the bodies and weapons strewn about painting a scene of utter 
chaos. As the adrenaline of battle faded, a surge of panic replaced it as she rushed towards 
her brother, who laid motionlessly on the ground in a watery puddle of red. 


"Reynold?!" she yelled, but her voice was barely audible even to her own ears over the 
deafening wind. 


She repositioned him to lay on his back, fearful at the pallor of his skin. His eyes were closed 
and he looked relaxed, but this was far from reassuring. 


She didn't want him to die. 


Tearing his shirt open, a gaping gash revealed itself just above his left hip, but even more 
worrisome was the deep cut hidden in his hair. The skin of his scalp was clearly split open, 
staining some strands red. 


'How long was he fighting with a literal hole in his head?!' she cursed, and if she could slap 
him for his stupidity, she would. 


With trembling hands, she focused her mana into her palm and pressed it against his scalp. 
She knew that she had the knowledge to heal injuries immediately, and it was just her body 
that wasn't there yet. But she'd be damned if she didn't try. 


‘Please work, please work, please work,' she prayed, her hands glowing brighter. Perhaps it 
was the rain blurring her vision, or even the desperation in her veins, but she failed to notice 
that her body was being pushed to its limit. All she saw was Reynold's peaceful face. 


She cursed herself. Since when did she care so much about this bastard? 


She probably wouldn't have felt this terrible if it was Iklies, or Vinter, or, hell, even Derrick. 


But Reynold... 


Miraculously, the cut underneath her palm slowly began to close. Her fingertips were met 
with unmarred skin and she inhaled unsteadily. He was healed. 


When she pulled back her shaking hands, a pair of blue eyes was already staring up at her. 


"...Penelope?" he croaked, wincing hard. "Shit, this headache is killing me." 


As vulgar as his words were, her head abruptly became light-headed with relief. She sighed, 
but the sound that escaped was more like a strangled sob. 


Hearing this, his dazed expression was quickly replaced by one of concern. He blindly 
reached out a hand. "A-Are you alright?! Penelope?" 


He almost died, but he still had the nerve to worry about her? His stupidity was constantly 
astounding. 


"Shut up, you have a concussion," she said, and she hated how much her voice quivered. 
"You're still hurt, so stop moving." 


She pressed a glowing palm against the gash on his side. Incessant rainfall and strong wind 
became a welcome substitute for the lack of words exchanged. But it was hard to focus with 
the way he was staring at her. 


“Are you... are you really here?” he asked. The vulnerability in his eyes, as though afraid it 
was all just a hallucination, somehow made her heart ache. For a moment, she even 
considered not answering. 


"Yes, I'm really here. It's me." 


She expected him to start cussing her out. Instead, he gave her an ironic smile. "Are you 
sure? I didn't know Penelope cared this much about me." 


Her shoulders tensed, lips pressing into a straight line. "...then I suppose you don't know 
Penelope very well." 


This time there was a hint of sadness in his smile. "Yes. You're right." 


The injury above his hip closed, revealing unscarred skin as though he had never been hurt in 
the first place. He still looked very weak, but at least he wouldn't be bleeding to death 
anymore. For that, she was thankful. 


Although his vision was still blurred, he tilted his head in the direction of her shadow. She 
brought her face closer to his to hear what he was saying. 


"Why did you go?" 


The question was unexpected. "Why does it matter?" 


"T was worried. Father, too." 


She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. She should be angry. But some part of her was just 
too tired to hate anymore. 


"Penelope?" 


"yes?" 


"When will you come home?" 


It sounded like he missed her. 


"T don't know." 


Maybe never. 


He swallowed nervously, and she expected him to start reasoning. But then he asked, "Will 
you be safe?" 


She was hit by a wave of nostalgia. This felt similar to that one time during that first cycle, 
when Reynold gave her advice on running away instead of stopping her. He told her what to 
bring and suggested where to go. He even showed her how to escape when the old opening 
was covered up. 


It was a hard thing to recall how much his support meant to her. 


"Do you have money?" The lack of an answer made him ask another question. 


"Yes." 


Though her money was the reason why he almost died in the first place. 


The tension in his shoulders dissolved as he closed his eyes. "That's... good." 


When he didn’t say any more, she checked his pulse. His heart rate was a little slower than 
usual, but he was okay. She surveyed the area, contemplating her next move, because the 
thought of just leaving her brother unconscious and exposed in the middle of a storm while 
surrounded by dead bodies just didn’t sit right with her. Then again, bringing Reynold 
anywhere compromised her freedom as well. 


Suddenly, the carriage door flung open, and a head popped out. 


“H-Hello?” a woman called out, and although Penelope wasn’t very far away, she could 
hardly hear the other person’s voice over the rain. But that must be the merchant mentioned 
in the system window. 


Penelope raised her arms in a placating gesture as she approached. “Are you hurt?” 


“A little bruised,” was the reply. 


Penelope eyed the carriage, which laid on its side. "What happened here?" 


"I'll explain everything once we get back to my manor," the lady replied. "It's not very far 
from here. Are there any horses around?" 


"Yes, but..." Penelope frowned, glancing over to where Reynold lay on the ground. 


The merchant followed her gaze. "We can bring him with us. I'll get a doctor to look at both 
of you." 


Penelope shook her head, increasingly uneasy. "No, that's not an option." 


The stranger paused, but didn't press any further. "How about putting him in the carriage? 
You can use your magic to make it upright again." 


"W-What?" 


"I sensed magic just now, and you're the only one still standing," the merchant said, arching 
her brow. "Was I mistaken?" 


Penelope remained silent, unsure whether or not to admit that. She remembered vaguely that 
anybody who used magic besides the Imperial Wizard was breaking the law. 


Sensing her hesitation, the merchant patted her hand. "You saved my life. You have my word 
that I won't report you for doing that." 


Penelope realized she didn't have much of a choice anyway, because the other person was 
right in that Reynold had no other option for shelter. With a little effort, she pushed the 
carriage upright with a flare of aura. The two women then dragged him inside, stripped his 
clothes and wiped him dry. 


"Here, let's wrap him up in this," the stranger said, holding up a thick coat that probably 
belonged to her. "It should keep him warm enough until he wakes up." 


Afterwards, they stepped back out into the storm, and Emmet came out to greet them. With a 
final glance at the carriage, and a silent prayer for whatever divine power existed to keep her 
brother safe, they mounted the horse and headed for the merchant's home. She disliked 
abandoning Reynold, but this was the only option to keep him alive while also preserving her 
freedom. 


To her surprise, instead of being led to a town, they arrived at a modest-looking, isolated 
mansion hidden from the main forest path. And that was all she really remembered, because 
then, she promptly passed out. 


When she woke up, she found herself tucked away in a warm bed, a soothing fire burning in 
the corner of the room. The merchant was seated in a chair nearby, and the dull pounding in 
her head made the dryness in her throat even worse. 


"Are you alright?" the stranger asked, holding out a glass of water, which she gratefully 
accepted. 


Penelope sat upright with a wince. "What happened?" 


"You were out for a day. I think you pushed yourself too much, because the doctor couldn't 
find any serious physical injuries." 


Penelope grimaced. It must be because she forced herself to heal Reynold despite lacking fine 
control of her mana. A little more and she could've killed herself. 


"Anyway, I'm Sera, and you're welcome to stay in my home for as long as you need to," the 
other woman smiled gently. "May I know your name?" 


"Penny." 


"Okay, Penny. Is there anything I can do for you?" 


"...can you tell me what happened before you were attacked?" 


The merchant took a few seconds to recall. "I was on my way to the nearest town to check 
my store, then some knights from the dukedom stopped my carriage to ask me questions. But 
before they could, those bandits appeared, demanding to know the whereabouts of a 
'goddess'. I suppose they were just crazy, but then they used magic to turn my carriage over. I 
lost consciousness for a bit after that..." 


The game system did mention that the bandits were possessed, and all the goddess nonsense 
undoubtedly meant that this was the work of Leila. But why would Yvonne try to look for 
her? Why even bother to do anything at all, when she could just return to the duchy as the 
real Eckart lady, and get everything she ever wanted? 


In fact, if she did that, she'd definitely be doing them both a favour. She'd get her glory, and 
maybe her family will finally stop looking for Penelope. 


Or not. 


It was troublesome to speculate. 


"I see," Penelope replied meekly. "I'm sorry to bother, but is there any food?" 


Sera left the room, leaving her alone. It didn't matter why Yvonne was looking for her. What 
mattered was the fact that Yvonne was now willing to kill capture targets for the sake of 
finding her. And now all five of them were in danger. Because of her. 


Feeling her blood rush with fury, Penelope massaged her temples. ‘No. J don't care what 
happens to them. I don't care...' 


She repeated this like a mantra, but the more she did, the angrier she became. Because it was 
impossible to lie to herself. 


Thankfully, Sera soon entered, followed by an old lady holding a tray of food. Penelope 
gratefully tucked into her meal as her host reclaimed her spot in the armchair. 


"That man we put in the carriage... do you know him?" 


Penelope fought to keep her expression neutral. "No. It's just that he was the only one alive 
besides you and me." 


"Oh, sorry. You just looked very distressed about leaving him behind." 


Penelope studied the other woman's expression very carefully. It was obvious she knew 
things weren't adding up, but for some reason, she was holding herself back from asking why 
Penelope refused to bring Reynold along with them. 


Eventually, the merchant sighed. "I don't know what situation you're going through, but 
you're the reason why I'm still alive, so I won't pry." 


Penelope wasn't expecting such straightforwardness, but she appreciated it nonetheless. 
"Thank you. May I know where you took my horse?" 


"The stables. Though, please don't push yourself. Magic can really catch a person off-guard." 


Penelope arched her brow. "You seem to know a lot about that." 


"Some of the things I sell are imbued with magic," Sera replied with a private smile. "It's 
natural to gain knowledge on a subject before dealing with it in business." 


That look on her face somehow hinted that not all of her business was legal, and it was 
obvious she wasn't a noble, either. Penelope found a little comfort in the fact that her host 
wanted to avoid the authorities as much as she did. 


It wasn't until she left her room did she realize just how heavy a toll her body had taken. 
Every move made her limbs ache. At least the day was comfortingly warm. It was the first 
time she had seen sunshine since the morning at the brothel. 


After another full day of rest, she was already feeling much better. In fact, she completely 
forgot all about the pain once Sera showed her the library, and soon she was lost in reading 
volumes that narrated the workings of magic. 


On the third day after breakfast, Penelope returned to those books, this time opting for a desk 
near a large window. The sun’s rays provided ideal lighting as she explored various titles. 
Soon, her host joined her. 


"Archeology?" 


Penelope smiled. "Yes, I'm actually surprised you have so many books on this subject." 


The other woman laughed. "I’m quite the collector, and my connections often sell me maps 
or information concerning local artifacts. I sometimes hire academy graduates to excavate 
those things for me." 


Penelope almost dropped her jaw in disbelief. Some of her excitement must have shown on 
her face, because her host then smiled. "In fact, I've got a team working on a project not so 
far from here. Would you like to go to their site?" 


"R-Really? You'd let me do that?" 


"Of course, I have to check on their progress anyway. Come on, lets--” 


“My lady!” the butler burst into the library, startling them both. He looked very troubled. 
“There’s a guest outside. They’re demanding to see you.” 


Sera frowned. “Alright, but why do you look so bothered?” 


“T-I think it’s somebody from the royal family.” 


At the same time, both of them turned to look out the window. Sure enough, there were 
several imperial knights gathered outside the gates, and to make matters worse, a man with 
brilliant golden hair was marching towards the door. Penelope’s heart effectively stopped. 


She wasn’t sure what to feel. 


Sera’s apprehensive voice snapped her out of her jumbled thoughts. “Did His Highness state 
a reason for the visit?” 


The butler fidgeted. “His Highness wanted to thank my lady for helping his ally...?” 


Despite the mess of emotions warring in her heart, Penelope still breathed a sigh of relief. 
The ‘ally’ must be Reynold. After days of uncertainty, she was so grateful to finally know 
that he was safe. 


The merchant casted her a sideways glance. “Bring His Highness to the parlour. I’Il be down 
shortly.” 


Once the butler was out of the room, Penelope was caught off guard when Sera held both her 
hands tightly. 


“T have a feeling you’re not so keen on meeting the crown prince,” her host said, a hard look 
in her eyes. “In exchange for my life, I'll give you yours. So take your horse and leave while 
His Highness is distracted.” 


Penelope couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You could be charged for treason.” 


“T won’t, so long as you don’t get caught,” the other woman smiled, then clasped a bracelet 
around her wrist. “This object doesn’t exactly change your appearance, but makes you less 
noticeable. Just be warned that it suppresses your mana, too. I'm sorry I can't give you 
something better." 


Sera then pressed a folded piece of paper into her palms. “And this is a map to an artifact. 
There were rumours of magical wards, so it’s too risky for me. Maybe you'll find better use 
for it.” 


Penelope was at a loss for words. Suddenly, the system window appeared. Quest cleared! 
Reward gained: A 10% Reynold's and Callisto's favorability, secret item: Map to 
Wizard's Altar! 


Before she could even process anything, Sera ushered her towards the library exit. "Now go! 
My maid will show you the back gate. Godspeed, Penny." 


Soon, Penelope was mounted on her horse, galloping away from the mansion, angry at 
herself. Why was she so reluctant to go? This was for her freedom, and it didn't matter what 
she felt. In the end, if she had to choose, she would always choose her freedom. 


Because that was the only way she could ever remain in control of her life. 


She wasn't sure where she was going, or even how long she rode. Her thoughts and feelings 
were a mess, and it was frustrating that just one glimpse of Callisto's face was all it took for 
her to question her resolve. The only thing that finally brought her out of her trance was when 
Emmet abruptly stopped, nearly throwing her off the saddle. 


"Whoa!" she yelped, barely hanging on, but before she could huff at her companion, a salty 
breeze blew against her face, and she looked up to find themselves near the edge of a cliff. 


But this wasn't even what she was staring at, nor was she looking at the town visible in the 
distance. In fact, her eyes were glued to the horizon. 


It was the sea. 


Chapter End Notes 


I know you guys are dying for Penny to meet Callisto, but I'm saving that for more 
interesting circumstances Imfao. Also I don't usually name side characters, but keeping 
the merchant nameless sort of disrupted the story flow so I had no choice. It still kinda 
bothers me tho... 
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no peace for the damned 


Chapter Notes 


Things are getting warmer. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


It was strange to be in an ocean-view settlement. The night sky seemed darker, thus making 
the stars stand out more, and every now and then, a crisp wind blew through, cold enough to 
make her shiver each time. The streets itself were lit with warm lights and filled with people 
going about their daily routines. 


Having left Emmet at the local stables, all she needed now was rest, but it was unnerving to 
enter the inn when her face was displayed on a poster by the door. 


‘Damn Vinter,’ she frowned, then winced when her stomach twisted painfully in hunger. 
‘Okay, food first, place to sleep later.’ 


Soon, she arrived at a market street with a moderate crowd; several stalls lined the sides, 
though sparsely and far in between. Browsing through the wares, she noticed that hawkers 
never tried to get her attention as they did to other customers, whereas some people in the 
crowd would straight-up walk into her if she didn’t move out first. It took her some time to 
realize why. 


‘This must be what Sera meant by less noticeable,’ she surmised, looking down curiously at 
the bracelet on her wrist. Though the hood over her head did well hiding her hair colour, she 
was grateful nonetheless for the added layer of anonymity. 


Suddenly, a child ran into her, nearly toppling her backwards. Several others of similar size 
buzzed past them. 


9? 


“Ah, sorry, miss!” the kid cried, but was obviously distracted by his friends. Before Penelope 
could even look up, the group was already halfway down the street. 


Curious to see the reason for their excitement, she headed in their direction. There, she found 
a whole crowd of children sitting in a half-circle on the pavement, brimming with 
anticipation at the man before them. He was holding some marionettes, and no sooner had the 
last of them settled down did he start the show. 


‘These kids must be beggars,’ she observed, noting their tattered, filthy clothes. Her eyes 
returned to the mini-show, where the man’s dramatic voice enchanted the young audience. ‘/s 
he doing this for free?’ 


Tired and with nothing else to do, she stopped thinking and simply watched. She soon found 
herself giggling along with the kids at multiple points throughout the silly but entertaining 
performance. When it was over, the children swarmed the man with thanks and cheers. 


Their happiness made her heart ache. When the real Penelope was begging on the streets, did 
she ever have a reason to laugh like that? 


But now that she thought about it, did Penelope ever have a reason to laugh at all? 


She tapped the shoulder of one of the children and held out a pouch full of coins. After the 
group assaulted her with mini-hugs and thank-yous, they hurried down the street for dinner. 
She watched them with an affectionate smile. It felt good to use her money for things like 
that. 


“That’s very generous of you.” 


An approving grin graced the man's lips. She realized he was surprisingly attractive. “Not 
many people care for the street urchins around here. They’! probably never forget your 
kindness.” 


“T... know what it’s like to live like that,” she admitted. “Though, I can’t say I had the 
privilege of enjoying a puppet show back then. You’re doing a good thing.” 


“They don’t deserve harsh reality so early in their lives,” he shrugged, feigning nonchalance 
as he walked up to her. “My performances provide some escape, however brief.” 


She hummed in thought, then held out a few coins. “Those kids can't tip you, but I can. 
Thanks, on their behalf.” 


His smirk was both curious and pleased as he graciously accepted. "Ah, you are as kind as 
you are beautiful," he said, then playfully narrowed his eyes. "I don't suppose you're the one 
on those missing posters, are you?" 


Penelope paled, but fought to keep her voice even. "Excuse me?" 


"I didn't notice your face when you were standing so far away, but now that I'm closer... I 
just realized you look exactly like that missing noble." 


Fuck, so the bracelet doesn't work when somebody's right in front of me?' she thought, 
lamenting that this was the worst way to find out how the magic truly functioned. 


Noticing her apprehension, he laughed. "Don't worry, I promise I won't tell. Not after what 
you did for those children. To prove my goodwill, how about I provide you with 
information?" 


"what kind of information?" 


"Anything. I hear a lot of things and have many connections. Everyone lets their guard down 
around a jester." 


She eyed him skeptically. "You sell information, yet you expect me to believe you'll keep my 
identity a secret? I should just knock you out right here." 


"I swear the truth," he said with a smile, gesturing up to the clocktower. "While you think 
about what you wish to know, how about I provide you a place to rest? I doubt you could 
book a room at the inn tonight." 


Reading people had always been her strong suite, so she trusted her instincts that he wasn't 
lying. And she also wasn't very eager to sleep on the streets tonight. 


"If this is a trick, it won't end well for you," she sighed, taking his proffered hand. "I've gotten 
myself out of worse situations than being led into a trap." 


He simply seemed amused at her suspicion as he led her to the tower. Soon, she was brought 
to a homely and neat cove behind the clock face, the hideaway with many amenities befitting 
of a cozy lair. Her host provided good food and pleasant conversation, and she soon forgot all 
about the turmoil of past days. It was nice to get respite from the gloom of being hunted 
down every once in a while. 


The bed was hidden in an alcove, so the sunshine didn't wake her, and it was exactly noon 
when the clock bells startled her from sleep. She could feel the vibration of the tower in her 
bones. The space beside her was empty, but her companion emerged from the makeshift 
kitchen before she could suspect betrayal. 


"I apologize, I forgot to warn you about that," he said sheepishly, handing her a warm meal. 
"You slept well." 


"I had good reason to," she eyed him, tucking into the food as he laughed knowingly. 
"Anyway, I've thought about what I wanted to know. Two things." 


“Oh? And what is that?” 


"First, have the imperial knights already rolled through?" 


"No, but I suppose they will in a few days. The whole town is buzzing about those rumours. 
And the second thing?" 


She looked past him, out the window where the ocean glimmered jade underneath the 
brilliant sun. “Where can I find books on magic? Specifically, ones detailing spells." 


If the coastal town was going to be her refuge for the time being, she needed to find a way to 
completely change her appearance for the long-term. In previous lives, she had only done so 
for a few hours. But that wasn't enough if she was going to stay here for a while, or maybe 
even forever. The edge of the map seemed like a nice enough place to settle down and 
consider home. 


Home. Would she ever find a place to call it that? 


Her companion pondered. "Even in the capital, those books are very rare. But I do know 
where you might find somebody selling those... though it may be very expensive." 


"Money is no issue," she waved dismissively. “Tell me how.” 


“The black market merchants meet every once in a while under the ruse of a masquerade 
ball,” he detailed. “All transactions happen in person to lessen the risk, and the only way to 
enter is if you know somebody. Luckily for you, I am that somebody.” 


Maybe fortune had finally smiled upon her after all. 


By nightfall the next day, Penelope was lining up in an alley leading to the back door of what 
looked like a general store on the front. The masked crowd reminded her of the auction 
house, but the difference between that time and this was that the audience was more lavishly 
dressed, and the interior was bright and sparkly. Definitely no hiding underneath a cloak here, 
so she was relieved for her wig. Soft music played as partygoers ‘mingled’. 


Potential buyers wore plain masks, but merchants wore those of animals. The one she was 
looking for often donned the face of a goat. 


She whisked a drink from a passing waiter and made her way through. The masquerade 
actually looked very convincing, and being in such a grand party after days of hardship was 
surprisingly refreshing. As she spoke with guests through shared cakes and a few dances, 
none of them had seen anybody with a goat mask. It was an hour before she started to wonder 
if her merchant didn’t attend the party after all. 


Though she did notice another type of animal mask. 


‘Don t tell me hes actually selling in the black market here ?’ she thought incredulously, 
watching as a few people spoke to Vinter. Those long rabbit ears weren’t fooling her. Even if 
the bracelet made her inconspicuous, it was better to stay away from him than risk getting 
recognized. 


Luckily, she finally spotted an ominous goat mask in the corner of the ballroom. She got 
straight to the point after a short greeting. “Do you have any books on magic spells?" 


Even with an obscured face, she could almost see him arch his brow. "Maybe. Why would 
you want something like that?" 


"Do you ask all your customers what they do with your illegal items?" she countered irately, 
a little impatient especially with a capture target so closeby. 


"Experience has taught me that some people fancy themselves wizards when they actually 
aren't," he replied coldly, "and disgruntled customers are more likely to rat me out. So, unless 
you can actually use magic, that kind of book is worthless for you." 


She grimaced, her eyes darting over to Vinter a small distance away. 7 can't display my magic 
without being detected..." 


Mistaking her silence for hesitation, the merchant turned away to speak to another potential 
customer, and she gritted her teeth in annoyance. How the hell was she supposed to use her 
mana without attracting an actual wizard’s attention? 


She meandered through the crowd, sampling a few desserts to ease her nerves and look for a 
solution. Passing next to a small group bartering with another seller, a familiar stoic voice 
rang clearly above the din. 


“Are you insulting me with such mediocre things?” 


She turned her head, hardly believing her ears, but finding an even harder time believing her 
eyes. Only one person she knew could manage sounding threatening and emotionless at the 
same time, and that mask obscuring his features did nothing to make him any less 
overbearing. Derrick stared disapprovingly at the necklaces and bracelets laid before him. 


“Good sir, I'd recommend the right wares if I knew exactly what you wanted,” the merchant 
muttered. “It’s difficult to find the right item when even the customer isn’t sure what he 
wants.” 


‘Looks like hes buying something for someone... did he come with Vinter?’ she wondered, 
eyeing the champagne in his hand. ‘J hope he's not drunk, our family isn't known for our 
alcohol tolerance.' 


Penelope hung at the back, partly curious at his presence here, and partly amused that even 
strangers couldn’t tolerate his attitude. She knew the only reason why somebody hadn't beat 
the shit out of him yet was because he was the next duke, but nobody here knew that. 


Another bystander piped up. “These look great. Why the hesitation?” 


She could see Derrick scowl under his mask, though it seemed he was more frustrated with 
himself. “She already has a lot of them. Normal jewellery won’t do. I need something that 
would... be cause for conversation. Or argument. Anything.” 


The merchant picked up a brooch. “Most of these are imbued with protection spells. Surely 
any lady would swoon at how concerned you are for their safety.” 


Derrick took the pin, running a finger over its jewel as he contemplated for some moments. 
“1 doubt she would care much about my concern.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“T mean that it doesn’t make a difference to her whether I’m worried or not,” he sighed 
irritatedly, tossing the brooch aside. 


An uncomfortable feeling settled in her chest. ‘Is he... talking about me?’ 


“Even so, any woman would find it hard to turn down a gift that would be beneficial to her 
well-being,” the merchant reasoned. 


He pursed his lips. “No, I’ve tried giving her something like this before. She would reject 
anything if it came from me.” 


Is he talking about that necklace he tried to give her when he was on the verge of death? She 
tensed, mind racing. If he remembered that far, then that meant he knew Yvonne tried to kill 
him. Unless he didn’t, because Vinter did say something about fragmented memories... 


“Then why even buy something for her in the first place?” another asked incredulously. 
"You’re making yourself look like a desperate fool!” 


He glanced around, his eyes betraying irritation at the brutal honesty of his listeners, and she 
had to suppress an amused laugh. ‘That's what he is anyways,’ she thought. ‘Though never in 
a million lifetimes would his pride allow him to admit that.’ 


Despite his severe look at their rudeness, he eventually turned away with an exhale. Maybe 
he finally remembered that all these people had no idea he was a noble. Somebody else cut 
in. “You’re willing to trade your dignity just like that?” 


“It's a better alternative to being unable to even see her face at all,” he said coolly, but with 
just enough underlying warning to make others snap their mouths shut. He took a sip of his 
glass and began to leave. 


This whole situation left a bad taste in her mouth. Though it wasn't so obvious to others, she 
knew him well enough to know he was struggling to put up a collected front. His misery in 
regret was as funny as it was uncomfortable. She grimaced at his back, recollecting the bitter 
hatred she once felt that had melted away to indifference, like watching someone work hard 
for something unachievable. It was almost pitiful. Just what could he do to redeem himself? 
Probably nothing. The pain was too deep, too complicated. 


The best thing would be just to never meet again. But just like his past self, he had yet to 
accept this, and she doubted he ever would. At least some things haven't changed. 


Though the thought of him trading away all his pride just to grovel at her feet seemed like an 
interesting situation. 


'Yuck, I've got more of a cruel streak than I thought,' she mentally muttered, watching as the 
merchant hastily interrupted Derrick from walking away. 


“W-Wait! Even if your gift won’t be accepted, at least you'll have the opportunity to speak 
with her when giving a present. So, why not just buy something?” 


She frowned in disgust, both at how accurate the merchant's observation was, and how cheap 
Derrick's tricks were to get a second of her attention. He hesitated for a few moments, then 
gave in, just as she knew he would. As she watched him browse, she carefully studied the 
wares for sale, realizing with a start that all the items were ordinary. ‘J thought the merchant 
said they had protection spells? What a conniving bitch...’ 


Eventually, he picked out a pair of earrings, and the price that he was presented with nearly 
made her jaw drop. Even for a magic-imbued item, the tag was ridiculously inflated. He 
wasn’t seriously going to fall for that, was he? 


When Derrick peered into his pouch, she realized that he was. 


‘T forgot this bastard is more gullible than he looks,’ she mentally grumbled, looking around, 
recalling how easily he fell under Yvonne’s spell in the past. ‘That merchant is obviously 
taking advantage of his distress after sharing his embarrassing whole-ass life story.’ 


As much as she disliked Derrick, she disliked the thought of letting him be tricked like that 
even more, especially if he intended to present those ugly earrings to her. Better save herself 
the headache of having to reject him in the future. 


‘You always say to bear the family's reputation in mind, but a little obsession and a drop of 
alcohol makes you even dumber than Reynold...' 


Fortunately, the seller next to them was demonstrating a scroll that could summon a pack of 
wolves. Thinking quickly, she shoved the person in front of her with all her might, causing 
them to fall over and tumble down along with the seller, knocking the parchment out of their 
hands. A summoning circle glowed from where it hit the floor. 


“Look out!” 


Onlookers screamed as six wolves emerged from the portal. Penelope immediately backed 
away with the frightened crowd, darting a quick glance to Derrick. Vinter was next to him 
with a hand on his shoulder, both of them watching the wolves curiously. 


‘T guess they really did come together,’ she hummed as the seller scrambled to retrieve his 
fallen merchandise. ‘Strange duo, but at least they dont know I’m here.’ 


With scroll in hand, the seller immediately closed the portal, and the wolves vanished along 
with it. He apologized profusely to the watching crowd, then picked a fight with the person 
who had caused him to fall. She walked away from the commotion before they could point 

any fingers. 


It was then she saw the goat mask a small distance away, his hand bleeding. She rushed up to 
him. “Are you alright?” 


“Yes, just... the wolves startled me and I broke the wine glass in my hands,” the merchant 
sighed. 


Penelope bit the insides of her cheeks, wondering how to help without using her healing 
magic (since Vinter was still nearby). She checked her pockets for anything that might be 
useful, and a napkin dropped to the floor. When she picked it up, she realized that it was the 
one Vinter had given her. 


‘..What? But I left this thing with Emmet.’ 


Though it was washed and dried, half of it was forever splotched red. She shook her head 
apologetically. “Sorry, this one’s dirty. I’Il just go purchase a clean handkerchief.” 


Before she could walk away, however, he grabbed her arm. “Wait! Give me that.” 


He snatched the blood-stained cloth before she could even react. She watched speechlessly as 
he stared at it with intent. "I sense whoever owns this has great magical power," he 
murmured. "So much so that traces of it linger. You said this is yours?" 


It was technically Vinter’s, but that didn’t matter. This might be the advantage she needed. 
"Yes." 


The older man hummed thoughtfully, scrutinizing her. "You really can use magic after all. 
Why didn't you showcase it earlier?" 


"I'd rather not prove my abilities in a room full of masked strangers," she grimaced. 


He fell silent for some time. Then he said, "I understand that. Alright, you have reason to buy 
the book, but there's an issue here... it's not money that I want. Seeing that you're a very 
powerful person, maybe you can retrieve something for me. Do that, then the book will be 
yours." 


She didn't bother to hide an annoyed frown. "I'm a customer, not your errand girl." 


"Then I suppose I'll hold on to my merchandise for now." 


Inwardly, a string of curses sang in her head at his hard bargain. She forced down the urge to 
strangle him and sighed deeply. "What do you want me to get?" 


"Good...there's a cave northeast of here rumoured to be filled with priceless artifacts," he 
explained, pleased at her defeat. "Bring as many as you can to me in safe condition. I'll be 
expecting you at the next masquerade." 


By mid-morning the next day, she was outside the town gates, peering into the forest from the 
carriage trail. Her jester friend informed her of two things: that she only had to find the river 
and follow it in order to reach the cave, and that she wasn't the only one that the merchant 
had sent on this expedition. It was just that the ones hired before her never returned. 


As she pondered the risks with unease, the steady galloping of horses caught her attention. In 
the distance, slowly getting closer, were a group of knights. Whether imperial or Eckart, she 
had to disappear before they stopped her for questioning. But she was too late to avoid 
detection. 


"You there!" a commanding voice called out, and she bolted into the forest without looking 
back. "Hey! Stop! This is an order!" 


She could hear a few of them dismount their horses, but she didn't dare look back as she 
pushed through the dense flora. Thanks to her small frame, she lost them fast enough, and 
soon relaxed. Locating the river was easy. Her fur cloak fluttered in the wind as she trekked 
upstream. Though the thick foliage told her that it was a good choice not to bring Emmet, she 
still felt strange at going on an adventure all alone. 


An unnatural rustling sound ahead startled her. She immediately ducked behind a tree, 
holding her breath, hand reaching for her crossbow. Expecting an animal when she peeked 
out, the sight of hooded figures surprised her instead. 


‘Where the hell did they come from?' she thought alarmingly, because there were almost thirty 
of them. There was no way she could take them on without getting seriously hurt. 


Part of her dreaded for the game system window to appear and seal her fate, especially with 
the way they were fanned out as though looking for someone. She waited, not daring to 
breathe, even when they passed her and disappeared through the trees. 


She cautiously waited for a few minutes longer before leaving her hiding spot. 'Guess I know 
what happened to those other people the merchant hired,' she frowned. 


She continued on her way until she saw the cave, but there were tents pitched around its 
mouth. Some faded markings on the ground, hinting at complicated rituals, indicated that the 
army of Leila had been here for some time and was looking for a way to enter. But that 
seemed nonsensical because there were no barriers around it at all. 


Only a few Leila followers were milling about. As she snuck past, she overheard a snippet of 
conversation. 


“Where did the rest go? Did the wards set off an alert?” 


“Yes, it was more than just a few people this time.” 


The Leila must have set up magical tripwires to notify them of potential intruders to their 
camp, and it sounded like the group she came across earlier were bound to soon meet the 
knights who were chasing her. Huh. Oh well, it all worked out on her behalf. 


In a moment where everybody was turned away, she discreetly reached the entrance without 
difficulty, confusion creasing her face as she disappeared into its darkness. ‘Strange, there's 
nothing stopping me. Why didn't they just enter?' 


Lighting a torch, she made her way into the cave, its path deep and winding. The longer she 
walked, the more excited she became. In a way, this was her first archeological investigation. 


Finally, she reached a dead end, but this was not in vain. The wall was pristinely carved with 
foreign writing, and gold littered the ground like an offering, surrounding a stone pedestal. 
Atop this pedestal was a glass orb, coated with the dust of time. That must be the artifact the 
merchant wanted. 


‘But what was the purpose of this place?' she wondered, inspecting the scene closely. It 
looked religious, but the writings seemed distinct from Leila's. 


Using a napkin, she carefully lifted the orb to place it securely into a pouch when it suddenly 
glowed a deathly green. She flinched back, surprised, nearly dropping it in the process. 


A face materialized inside the glass. It wore a wicked smile. 


"Ah... finally found you," Yvonne hummed, looking smug. "We meet at last. I just knew 
you'd be finding your way to a wizard's altar sooner or later." 


Penelope almost dropped her jaw. ' This is the Wizard's Altar?! I knew the game was leading 
me into some crazy trap!' 


It was too convenient for it to be coincidental. That handkerchief, a quest reward, eventually 
led her to a location that the game had given her a map to. And now she was speaking to her 


main enemy. The system was undoubtedly desperate to rope her back into its plot. 


Despite her racing thoughts, she kept her outward appearance calm. "How did you know I'd 
be here?" 


"I'd feel and recognize a wizard's magic anywhere, especially when you amplified it by 
touching the orb," Yvonne laughed mockingly. "So no, I actually didn't know where you 
were. The minions I sent to destroy this cave couldn't get past the magical wards, but you so 
easily did and gave away your location. I suppose everything does work out in the end." 


Panic was rising in her chest. "Why do this? I'm already out of the picture. You could just go 
back to the duchy and get everything you want." 


Yvonne's face suddenly contorted with rage. "Do you take me for a fool? It's because of you 
that the Eckarts will kill me on sight! I won't willingly walk into a deathtrap." 


Penelope's eyes widened. "What are you talking about?" 


"Don't feign ignorance! Those imperial orders for my execution are all your doing," the other 
snarled. "How you convinced them of what I really am is irrelevant. What matters is that their 
baseless obsession with you will never arouse their suspicion." 


The voice of her enemy drowned away as her thoughts clung onto the new information. Her 
family knew that Yvonne's body was possessed by Leila? It didn’t seem like they'd actually 
already met her, and yet the whole of Eorka already has orders to kill her. Such a level of 
conviction from men like them was hard for her to wrap her head around, but... how did they 
find out in the first place? 


Realization dawned, and she inhaled sharply. Just how far does one simple glitch affect the 
whole game?' 


She stared back at Yvonne's hateful gaze in the glass, horror replacing the shock as her 
enemy's words clicked into place. "Wait...you seriously plan on possessing me next?" 


Yvonne shrugged casually. "I planned on killing you at first. Possession is much better, no? 
This body has outlived its usefulness now that the men have no affection for it anymore." 


Penelope’s face twisted in disgust. "You're sick.” 


"I prefer the word 'resourceful'," her enemy grinned. "Now be a darling, and just surrender to 
my army outside. It really would be troublesome if my future body gets hurt... though it's 
nothing I can't fix." 


Penelope immediately smashed the orb against the wall and ran for the exit. She had her 
suspicions, but knowing Yvonne’s real plans unnerved her to the core. This technically wasn’t 
her real body, but to be taken over by that thing ... it was the ultimate violation of her 
freedom. She would never allow that level of disrespect. 


Since when did the game get so messed up? 


She couldn’t believe she actually liked it better when the worst thing that could happen was 
just death. 


As she ran, she prayed that the camp was still mostly empty by the time she returned. At least 
she could still win if she went against less than ten assailants. There was no telling whether 
the other group of Leila won against the knights, but either way, both factions were trouble 
because they severely outnumbered her. She had to get out of there. 


But somebody was already waiting when she reached the mouth of the cave. 


‘Shit,’ she cursed, tensing as she reached for her crossbow. ‘Leila? But there's no cloak...' 


The background of sunlight glared, the contrast making it impossible to see who it was, but 
that didn't matter. The figure stepped closer, bloody sword in hand, and she took aim with her 
own weapon, her finger on the trigger. It was that moment when she saw his face. 


Grey eyes, like the moon. 


Chapter End Notes 


Gee, I wonder who that is??? 


Thanks for reading. Your views, kudos and comments mean more to me than you know. 
Stay safe everyone. 


to kill or not to kill 


Chapter Notes 


I've been wrestling with this chapter for days ** »* so I'm pretty happy with how it 
turned out. Now I can finally focus on actually studying. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Blood was splattered on his clothes, and the ringing silence from within and outside the cave 
was enough to tell her that they were the only two people left alive in the forest. She took a 
cautious step back, unable to look away from his intense gaze. 


“Master.” 


Her skin crawled at his low voice murmuring a title she dreaded to hear. It had been many 
lives since she heard that word. “Don’t come any closer,” she warned. “I won’t think twice 
about shooting you.” 


Iklies glanced at her weapon as if just noticing it. The small smirk that followed worsened 
her unease. “It seems you don't need me to teach you how to use the crossbow anymore.” 


She hardened her jaw, ignoring the dread building in her heart. “Enough. Tell your real 
master to stop sending her puppets to do her dirty work.” 


Opposite to the derogatory response she expected, Iklies flinched instead, dropping his gaze 
to the ground as though her words genuinely stung him. She paused, surprised. The grip on 
his sword tightened, limbs trembling with rage as a dark anger filled his eyes. 


“you are my one and only Master,” he said, and her heart stopped when she finally met his 
hateful gaze. “Back when I listened to that witch, she tricked me into making you hate me. If 
we ever cross paths, she will die a painful death.” 


Penelope frowned and arched her brow. ‘Does that mean Father found him instead?’ 


“How can I even believe that?” she scoffed. 


He pursed his lips, eyebrows knitting together. “...is that all that you have to ask?” 


She replied nothing, watching him carefully as he remained silent for a few heartbeats. His 
stoic mask eventually gave way to a strange, frustrated vulnerability. 


“Don't you know how I felt when the one who bought me at the auction house was not you?” 
he asked, his lip trembling. “I had never felt so lost. Waiting everyday was a torture worse 
than anything. And when news spread that you were missing, I escaped my owner and went 
to offer myself to the Duke.” 


She frowned. “And they accepted you, a runaway slave, just like that? It couldn’t have been 
that easy.” 


“The Eckarts expected me, though they did attack at first, thinking I was allied with that 
witch. But they needed my skills, and they now know my resentment towards Yvonne for her 
lies. I was made an apprentice knight under the duchy. They still suspect and distrust me... 
but they are wise to keep me close.” 


‘Even if hes a knight under Father s authority, I can t imagine Callisto would have been too 
happy about this... or anyone, really,’ she thought skeptically. ‘Although I dont blame them 
for choosing to keep him under their watch instead of leaving him to act on his own.’ 


His faraway gaze refocused on her. “And now, I’ve finally found you.” 


When he moved forward, she extended her magic into an outward wave of energy, the force 
strong enough to make the cave walls rumble. The sheer force only pushed him several steps 


back instead of sending him flying as it would to a normal person. The trepidation in her 
heart increased. 


He paused, looking at her curiously. “Are you afraid of me, Master?” 


She swallowed. Even with her magic, she doubted she could defeat him. Not when he was at 
full strength like this. 


Before she could respond, the darkness of the cave suddenly glowed a greenish hue. She 
turned around just as the first few Leila followers materialized out of a summoning circle 
from inside the cave. It seemed they finally noticed that their comrades stationed outside had 
been massacred. 


Just as she lifted her crossbow to shoot, Iklies zipped past and beheaded the nearest assailant 
in one swift movement. He glanced back at her over his shoulder. 


“Stay behind me.” 


The rest unleashed flurries of magical attacks against him. He expertly maneuvered around 
the offense, killing them with an inhumane swiftness. But for every person slain, another took 
their place. 


T have to get out of here.' 


Taking advantage of his distraction, she dashed out of the cave. The abrupt brightness that 
temporarily blinded her didn’t slow her down, but suddenly, a strong grip on her cloak 
yanked her painfully onto the dirt. 


Her vision adjusted to find Iklies glaring down at her, panting heavily, the fresh blood on his 
face adding to the ominous gleam in his eyes. “You won’t escape me that easily.” 


Her face twisted in distaste as she pushed her palms out in an explosive blast of aura. He 
jumped back to dodge and she rolled to her feet, cocking her crossbow, just as several 
enemies filed out from the cave. He must have ignored them the moment he realized she 
made a run for it. 


A strange noise behind her revealed another portal opening up, allowing another group of 
assailants to emerge, and in a flash, they were surrounded. Search as she might, there was no 
gap that allowed for an escape. 


This was really, really bad. 


She was abruptly brought out of her messy thoughts by a hand on her shoulder. It was Iklies. 


“So long as that portal is still open, that witch will send everybody she can,” he said coolly. 
“We’re trapped anyway, so sit still. I’ kill them all.” 


His words were serious, but smugness flickered in his eyes. She mentally groaned. ‘This 
bastard is actually happy about being trapped with me!’ 


“Do not harm the goddess’ vessel!” one of the Leila commanded, “and kill the slave!” 


Half of them propelled forward, but instead of meeting them in the middle, Iklies stuck close 
to her as he dispatched them one by one. It was a smart move; as long as he was near her, 
they wouldn’t use fatal magic attacks. 


She ignored the battle and looked at the portal. Although she was in imminent danger and he 
was not the ideal ally, she knew he was reliable in one thing: ensuring the assailants would 
sooner die than reach her. 


‘Still, I can t just wait around,’ she grimaced, looking down at her hands. ‘7 could forcibly 
close that portal, but it’s going to take a lot out of me.’ 


Then again, exhaustion was a better alternative than risking Yvonne making an appearance. 
She needed to gather more information on how much the corrupted game system affected her 
nemesis. 


How much did Yvonne remember? 


Taking a deep breath, she chanted a choice spell. The portal flared as it fought against her, 
and frantic shouts from her enemies filled the air. She closed her eyes in concentration, 
knowing that Iklies would intercept them anyway, and brought her hands together. The green 
opening compressed into a compact ball. 


Abruptly, she opened her arms. The sphere of energy burst into sparks, spreading throughout 
the circle within seconds, electrocuting the Leila in a terrifying cascade. The electricity 
paralyzed one assailant after the other, eventually climbing down the middle of the circle. 


And Iklies was no exception to her attack. 


The moment his body went into shock, she ran, choosing the clear path along the raging river 
to avoid the forest where thick flora could hinder her escape. Just where would she go, once 
she reached Emmet in town? She didn't know. That was a problem for her future self. 


But it wasn’t very long before footsteps from behind reached her ears. Throwing a quick 
glance over her shoulder, it was none other than her loyal knight. 


‘Fuck...whats it going to take to keep this motherfucker down?!’ she cursed, noting that his 
unsteady footing and battered body did nothing to slow him. ‘There’ no way he killed all that 
Leila so fast!’ 


Just as she started thinking of a way to shake him off, something wound tightly around her 
limbs. She fell forward with a yelp, landing painfully on her front. It was then she realized 
the ‘rope’ wrapping her body was actually made of magical runes. 


She spun around to lay on her back, staring at him incredulously as he stalked closer. “You 
can use magic?” 


He kneeled, helping her sit up. “No, the scroll was given by the wizard. I just used my mana 
to activate it.” 


“Vinter gave you a binding spell to use on me?” 


“That precious crown prince of yours was the one who commissioned it,” he explained with a 
vague bitterness, reaching a hand out towards her face. “He said it was the only way to catch 
the ‘crazy dog of the Eckarts’. Then you'd be brought back to the duchy for the spell to be 
undone.” 


She eyed his hand disdainfully. “As if you even plan to return me there in the first place.” 


Despite her glower, he tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’m not a slave anymore, Master. I 
don't have to immediately resort to such drastic measures for you to depend on me." 


"W-What? What are you talking about?" 


He gazed at her possessively, not answering, leaving her to make her own conclusions. 


She shivered at the dark look in his eyes. She never had any real affection for him to begin 
with. Hell, even he knew this. It was the reason she failed. So why did he assume his 
upgraded status made any difference? 


She shuddered once more, skin crawling from where he touched her. Nevertheless, she had to 
squeeze as much information as she could. Vinter’s magic was too strong to break, and after 
spending so much mana earlier, she risked losing consciousness. 


Which was not ideal. She didn’t want to wake up in the Eckart mansion. 


"How much do you know about back then?" she asked warily. “Do you remember... 
everything?” 


Did he remember dying for her? 


His bloody body reemerged in her memory, making her nauseous. She glanced at the space 
above his head. Over time, she had grown to despise the favorability counter and its bar 
counterpart, but if there was ever an instance she so desperately needed them, it was now. But 
of course, the glitch had gotten rid of those. 


His eyes became distant. A small rueful smile graced his lips when he finally replied. “There 
are some gaps here and there, but I'll never forget Master’s precious face when the dragon’s 
claw pierced me.” 


Her heart dropped at his expression. It was the same one he made before the dragon flung his 
lifeless body away. 


Resignation. 


Just as she was about to say something, he leaned into her. She immediately flinched back, 
but he caught her face in his hands in a firm grip, angling her towards him. 


"Master, I know you never hated me. You felt guilt for what happened between us.” 


She squirmed in his iron hold, uncomfortable at his proximity. "You don’t know that." 


"Really?" he countered innocently. "You spared me at the swamp when you could have killed 
me. You gave me a chance at the Empress' palace by trying to warn me one last time. And 
your face when I sacrificed myself..." 


She grimaced. "That isn't the same as affection." 


"No. But it was something. At least I can start from there.” 


The trauma of what happened to Iklies was something she never bothered to analyze. It just 
wasn’t as simple as saying it was his fault, or hers, or Yvonne’s. But now, it was obvious 
Iklies was convinced he could take advantage of her regret. 


She swallowed nervously. “If you remember that much, then... don’t you hate me?” 


He didn’t answer, only stared at her lips, thumb brushing the corner of her mouth. Trembling 
with a mix of fear and disgust, and unable to do anything else, she shut her eyes as he closed 
the distance between them. 


Then, the sound of an unsheathed sword sliced through the air. 


“Back away, slave.” 


Her eyes flew open. She could feel Iklies’ breath on her face, his lips just barely touching 
hers. He was stopped only by a blade against his throat, pressing just deep enough to draw 
blood. She strained to glance to the side, her heart lurching when she saw brilliant golden hair 
reflecting sunlight. 


But Callisto’s eyes were filled with murder. 


“Whatever you planned on doing, it must have been very important if you didn’t even hear 
me coming,” he smirked sardonically. “It’s actually embarrassing to have you as a rival for 
my lover.” 


Iklies leaned back, finally giving Penelope space to breath, but Callisto’s blade followed his 
movements, still pinned against his neck. The apprentice knight looked up at him 
unapologetically. 


“We both know Master hasn’t even agreed to being your lover,” Iklies responded, and with 
each word, the sword dug into his skin. 


Callisto arched a mocking brow. “At least she’s chosen me before.” 


Iklies’ eyes darkened. 


Penelope mentally cursed the crown prince’s provoking. Callisto was like a heavy flood after 
a long, painful drought: a cause for relief just as much as it was a cause for concern. At this 
rate, they’d both be engaged in a swordfight before long. 


“How are you even here?” Iklies questioned blankly. 


For some reason, she got the impression that Callisto was trying very hard not to look at her. 
Was he nervous? He kept his eyes on the other man. “I have you to thank for that,” he 
replied. “That binding spell you activated also allows me to teleport to her location.” 


Iklies scowled, obviously displeased. “I wasn’t told about that.” 


“What gives you, a lowly apprentice knight, the right to demand information from the crown 
prince of the empire?” 


““.my cavalry was supposed to meet the wizard and the young duke. Where are they?” 


“Hell if I know. But if they’re smart, they’d have realized the knights aren’t coming anytime 
soon.” 


‘No wonder I saw Vinter and Derrick in town,’ she thought cautiously. ‘But if they’re still 
nearby, then they must have felt the dark magic from earlier. Or even... mine.’ 


And that meant it was only a matter of time before the rest of the capture targets showed up. 


“Anyway, get up,” Callisto ordered with a frown, lightly nudging his sword a fraction of an 
inch deeper. “I would just kill you, but my future bride hates violence.” 


Ikles got to his feet, meeting the other’s eyes with a deadly glare of his own. “Master is 
nobody’s bride.” 


Callisto chuckled cynically. “If that’s true, then she’s not yours either.” 


Penelope grimaced, her skull throbbing. These two were insufferable. She actually wasn’t so 
concerned about them fighting. It was more the issue that they would, without a doubt, start 
fighting with her all tied up and helpless right next to them. 


“Your Highness, please,” she sighed. “Iklies did a good job keeping the Leila off me.” 


For the first time since he arrived, Callisto looked at her, face etched in shock. It was as 
though he couldn’t comprehend that his order for Yvonne’s execution somehow angered the 
cult. His expression seemed to say, “you were in danger because of me? But that wasn’t 
supposed to happen!’ 


But Iklies spoke before he could. 


“Master is saving your life,” he scoffed, leering at the crown prince mockingly. “She knows 
who would win if you and I engaged in battle.” 


Callisto’s intense glare returned as he whirled to face the other man. “I’m not so sure. I don’t 
see you holding a magical sword as you did the last time.” 


If Penelope could pull out her hair right now, she would. ‘Can t these two bicker somewhere 
else?!’ 


Before an uncomfortable silence could stretch between them, voices in the distance drew 
their attention. Her jaw dropped. 


‘What the-- Iklies didn t kill them all?’ she mentally screamed, watching as both her capture 
targets shifted their attention towards the Leila horde. Their enemies were certainly battered, 
but still outnumbered them. 


Why didn’t Iklies just slaughter them when they were stunned? Did he really just drop 
everything to chase after her? 


“They’re still alive?” Callisto arched his brow, unimpressed. “The Eckarts must be mortified 
to call you a knight.” 


“Master was escaping, and so I made a choice,” Iklies replied, unsheathing his sword. “She is 
always my priority. We both know you would have done the same.” 


Before Callisto could retort, the group of enemies parted, revealing a figure draped in pristine 
white robes. All three of them froze up as Yvonne observed them with her nose scrunched in 
displeasure. 


“T was wondering just how she got so strong to fight off so many of my people,” Yvonne 
frowned. “It never occurred to me that she wasn’t alone. What a pity.” 


Penelope felt chills in her bones at the ominous aura from the two men next to her. Iklies’ 
face was expressionless save for the rage in his eyes. Callisto was smirking like a wolf who 
had just spotted his prey. She gulped nervously. At least she’s not on the receiving end... 


In response to the silent threats, Yvonne simply chuckled. “Oh well, I should be grateful for 
this chance. How else can I meet our lovely capture targets?” 


It was then that a holographic window appeared in front of Penelope. Alternate quest 
unlocked! Aid Callisto and Iklies in fighting off the Leila followers. Would you like to 
accept this mission? (Reward: +10% Iklies’ favourability, +5% Callisto’s favorability, 
secret item.) 


Both of said men charged forward to meet their assailants in the middle, metal clanging in the 
air. She could only stare at the system window uncomprehendingly. 


Then the words changed. This quest will automatically be accepted in 5... 4... 


‘Wait, wait, wait, how can I even do anything when I’m still fucking tied up?!’ she cursed, 
thrashing wildly to no avail. 


She stared in horror at the scene before her, watching as Callisto and Iklies dodged magical 
attacks and cut down several enemies at a time. At least she had the two most skilled 
swordsmen for defense. But that still didn’t relieve the severe restriction of her movements. 
She resigned to observing the battle for hints to break free. 


It was then she noticed something peculiar: while Callisto actively seeked out his next 
victims, Iklies was more reserved and only attacked when necessary. She took some time to 
realize that he had his sights set on Yvonne, who was only staring at him passively. 


As if she wanted him to come closer. 


‘Can t he see that she’s trying to trap him?’ Penelope thought incredulously, and her 
suspicions came true. 


As soon as Iklies was within range, Yvonne lifted a hand. Black and slimy tentacles wrapped 
around his limbs, locking his arms behind his back as his sword clattered to the ground. He 
struggled, but the vice grip on him only tightened. 


Penelope paled. If Yvonne killed Iklies, Callisto’s chance of survival would drop, especially 
against so many people who could unleash magical attacks on him simultaneously. Even for a 
great warrior like him, it was impossible not to be overwhelmed. But then again, as a male 
lead, was that even a possibility? 


No. The glitch had made everything uncertain, and that wasn’t a risk she was willing to take. 


Not with Callisto. 


As Yvonne chuckled at Iklies’ helpless state, Penelope strained to call for the crown prince. 
“Your Highness!” 


He sliced through an enemy and rushed back to her with concern. “Yes, Princess? Are you 
hurt?” 


“No, but I need you to release-- ah! Behind you!” 


He turned just in time to effortlessly behead his assailant. Then he looked back at her as if he 
didn’t just kill a man. “There’s no need for that. You just stay here and I'll protect you. 
They’ ll be dead before you know it, Princess.” 


“Tt’s not that,” she said urgently, gesturing to where Iklies was. Yvonne was approaching him. 
“T need to go there.” 


He glanced at the scene unsympathetically. “How did he end up like that? I can’t believe I 
lost to him back then.” 


“Your Highness!” 


He pouted. “I spent many sleepless nights like a lunatic searching for you, and the first thing 
you do is worry about another man? Women would cry tears of joy if the crown prince of the 
empire even noticed them.” 


y? 


“Please, this is serious! I need to get to them 


Callisto jumped back, barely missing a burst of fire. He stabbed the spellcaster, and when 
their gazes met again, her annoyance died at the tip of her tongue. His expression was 
distressed. 


“T’m not letting you go there,” he said, his voice carrying a pained edge. “I can’t lose you 
again.” 


She paused at the pleading desperation in his eyes, swallowing nervously as she recalled 
Yvonne's dagger on her throat. All it took was one moment for Yvonne to overpower her, and 
they lost it all. Death had never been pleasant, but to die just one moment before victory 
stung in a special way. 


Callisto turned away to continue slaying whoever came close. Penelope shifted her attention 
to Iklies, and saw Yvonne holding his chin despite his deathly glare. 


“You’ve always been the most neutral of them all,” she sang. Something about her amused 
look was also curious. “I wonder why you’re so devoted to her.” 


Penelope paused. Why did something about what she said seemed... off? 


Ikles replied nothing, but then spat on her. Yvonne cried, stepping back in disgust, before 
slapping him hard across the face. He didn’t even flinch. 


Penelope returned her gaze to Callisto. “Your Highness!” 


Despite being busy parrying another sword, the crown prince glanced at her. She maintained 
eye contact determinedly. “Do you trust me?” 


His frown deepened, and with a frustrated growl, he killed the enemy in front of him and 
threw her a dirty look. “You haven’t gotten any less crazier, have you?” 


With a few confident strides, he approached her. Penelope looked back at Iklies. Dread 
stabbed her heart when she saw Yvonne holding a familiar-looking blue mirror up to his face. 


The binding spell fell apart and Callisto pulled her up to her feet. She squeezed his hand with 
a grateful smile. “Your Highness, please protect me as I make my way there.” 


He huffed, but the look in his eyes was affectionate. “Do you even have to ask? You have less 
faith in me than I thought.” 


As Callisto paved a clear path for her towards Yvonne, a tender aching gently seized her 
heart. But this wasn’t the time to get sentimental. Her nemesis seemed unfazed that they were 
drawing closer. It seemed that she really was convinced that her goons would buy her enough 
time to brainwash Iklies. 


The blue light of the relic reflected in his blank eyes. 


But then he smirked cynically as he looked up to meet her gaze. “Your tricks won’t work on 
me twice, witch.” 


Very briefly, Penelope saw confusion flicker across Yvonne’s face, but this quickly 
disappeared when she finally realized that the other woman was close enough to attack. 


She was too late to dodge. Penelope tackled her to the ground. 


Ikles was abruptly released, and no sooner had he broken free did he reach for his sword and 
join Callisto in the fray. Penelope tuned out the bloodshed happening around her and focused 
solely on wrestling Yvonne. 


“You bitch!” Yvonne screeched, trying to claw at the other’s face. It was then Penelope 
spotted the mirror a small distance away, just barely clinging to the riverbank. It must’ve 
been knocked out of Yvonne’s hands earlier. 


‘Tt’s intact,’ Penelope thought, swallowing nervously as she gritted her teeth in exertion 
against her opponent. ‘Js that... is that the secret item?’ 


Whether this was the game’s objective or not, she knew that relic was better off in her hands 
than Yvonne’s. 


Yvonne twisted out of her grasp, lurching towards the mirror. Penelope pulled her back by the 
hair, wincing as Yvonne kicked violently against her abdomen. But she didn’t let go. 


When her opponent turned to claw at her, Penelope threw a spray of dirt into her eyes. 
Yvonne hissed in pain as her hands flew to her face. Now that she was blinded, Penelope 
threw her aside and reached out for the relic. 


Yvonne caught her in a chokehold. Penelope thrashed, gasping desperately as she felt her 
windpipe constrict. 


“You fight, and you struggle, but you’ll always Jose,” Yvonne snarled into her ear, tightening 
her hold. “You should’ve just stayed impulsive and stupid!” 


Gathering what mana she could, Penelope throatily whispered the words of a spell. Blades of 
light burst out from her chest, and Yvonne screamed in pain as several stabbed through her. 
With an effortful shove, Penelope broke free and leaped towards the mirror. 


It was now safely in her grasp. 


Cries of horror from the few remaining Leila followers rang through the air as they looked 
back at their goddess, dark red staining her white robes. Penelope attempted to crawl away, 
but they were more fixated on Yvonne. Although a few fell victim to Callisto’s and Iklies’ 
swords as they converged on her in a panicked rush, some of them reached her nonetheless. 


“Get off me!” Yvonne howled, struggling as they lifted her up. “Get the relic! Focus on that 
bitch!” 


“Prioritize the goddess!” one protested, and they chanted in unison. A blinding light filled the 
air. 


The strong explosion that followed knocked everybody back. By the time her vision adapted, 
there was an empty space where the Leila had once been. She stood up and looked around to 
see Callisto and Iklies a short distance away: Iklies had been thrown against a tree and 
seemed to be unconscious, whereas Callisto was writhing on the ground. 


Quest cleared! Reward gained: A 10% Iklies’ favourability, A 5% Callisto’s 
favorability, secret item: Mirror of Truth! 


Her legs were trembling as she stared at the ominous relic in her hands. She had only ever 
held a shard of it before. To see the completed thing was unreal. 


The battle replayed in her mind, worsening her apprehension. Something was... wrong about 
Yvonne, about the way she spoke. It was as if she didn’t remember anything. Like she didn’t 
already know that the real Penelope’s soul had been replaced. 


But that wasn’t right. Yvonne always remembered; they were the only two people who knew 
about their cursed existence. That thing recalled every life, every cycle, and that was why 
Penelope failed in every single loop. Because Yvonne was always one step ahead. 


So did she really forget it all? 


A vulgar curse of pain from nearby broke her out of her reverie. Callisto was groaning as he 
sat up, rubbing his head, and her heart dropped upon seeing him. She was glad that he wasn’t 
injured that badly. And she didn’t have the words to express her gratitude towards him for 
helping her. 


But the mirror. 


As if Yvonne wasn’t already looking for Penelope’s body as a new vessel, now she had more 
reason to aggressively hunt her down. Penelope was in possession of the entities of Leila. She 
was now a magnet for danger. It was possible Yvonne would possibly kill everyone, and even 
her, for the sake of her tribe’s irreplaceable souls. 


Her heart throbbed painfully as she stared at Callisto. 


There were too many things she wanted to say; that she was grateful he remembered, that she 
was regretful he did, that she only watched him from afar for every life after the first. 


Finally, when his eyes met hers, she gave him a sad smile. He knitted his eyebrows together 
in confusion. 


“T’m sorry, Your Highness.” 


There was no way she could outrun him. Taking a deep breath, she plunged into the rapids. 


Chapter End Notes 


My memories of the novel details are kinda vague, but if I'm not mistaken, Yvonne had 
an intact mirror on the island of Soleil, which only broke into shards from Penny's 
attack. I may be wrong. But whatever, let's just assume that whatever number of mirror 
pieces Yvonne had were combined together. 


And here, Penny just straight out steals the whole thing from her :p 


Thanks for reading. 


interference 


Chapter Notes 


So I'd like to make some clarifications about the last chapter: 


1. The glitch has made the favorability counter null/ irrelevant. The system no longer 
registers percentage increases even if Penny gets them as rewards, because all capture 
targets "glitched" and they already love her (in their respective ways). 


2. In the "first life" (which follows the novel), Penny dies when Yvonne slits her throat 
in the final battle. What happened to Penny in cycles after that is up to the reader, 
because the lives afterwards aren't the focus of the fic. 


3. As the timeline resets, Yvonne, like Penny, remembers everything that happened in 
previous lives (with the exception that she forgets Vinter is the wizard who turns back 
time be this is a canon game setting). So Penny was confused why Yvonne acted as if 
she didn't remember the first cycle (because she asked Iklies why he was obsessed with 
Penny, was confused when he said the brainwash won't work twice, and even asked 
Siyeon-Penny why she wasn't as impulsive as OG Penny. If Yvonne remembered the 
first time loop and every loop after that, she would've known all this already.) Thus 
showing that the glitch, while making the capture targets remember, has the opposite 
effect on Yvonne. 


4. The mirror Penny has is NOT made of all 15 shards required to unseal the Leila, 
because some of these shards were hidden in the emperor's palace (I think this is what 
happens in the novel. If I'm wrong then this fic goes under this assumption). So she only 
has a partially-complete mirror. 


I hope that clears things up! On to the chapter. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Penelope exhaled in awe as she admired the scenery. The orange sun dipped halfway into the 
horizon, tinting the sky peach-red, casting glimmers over the rippling waters. The sound of 
waves lazily meeting the shore soothed her heart as much as the warm tea in her hands. 


‘T’ve never seen a sunset so clearly before.’ 


Back when she was in college, experiencing dusk by the sea was something she could only 
ever dream of, and now that she was actually here, it was even more breathtaking than she 


imagined. 


An elderly but healthy man sat down next to her. "How are you feeling, young one?" 


"Much better, thank you," she responded with a small smile. "Your wife makes wonderful 
tea." 


"She'd be glad to hear that, especially from somebody her husband found half-dead on the 
shore yesterday evening," the old man chortled. "It was a miracle you were alive, and still 
holding onto that mirror, too." 


Penelope hid a grimace as she finished her drink. The extreme mana exertion from fighting 
had made her unconscious the moment the raging waters swept her into the estuary. It was 
either by the game system, or just pure luck, that her body wasn't drowned or washed out to 
sea. 


In fact, when she woke up in the wooden shack of a fishing village, it took awhile for her to 
realize she was still breathing. 


"You two are very kind to have taken a stranger into your home," she remarked, watching a 
few fishermen return on their small boats. "I was a complete unknown, and yet you took care 
of me." 


"It just wouldn't be good on my conscience to leave you there," the old man said, then looked 
at her inquiringly. "You looked lost in thought for a moment. What were you thinking about?" 


She kept her expression neutral as she contemplated. The hours she spent healing had been 
consumed with thoughts of her fate, but there was no simple way to explain this to a random 
fisherman. 


"If you wanted to be free, but something was holding you back...what would you do?" 


The question had more depth than she'd like to admit. Was she talking about her current life 
and the hunt from the Leila, or her whole existence and the cursed time loop? Even she didn't 
know. The old man was quiet for some time. 


"Only two options for that," he answered. "Either run away as far as you can, or face the 
problem head-on." 


She smiled sadly. "There's only so much you can do until the fight's kicked out of you." 


"Yes, but then you'd never have to live in fear or worry ever again," he responded, as though 
recalling a personal memory. "Running away does that as well, if you get far enough. But 
that's only if you're willing to face the risks of a new world, and leave everything behind." 


"New world?" 


"Yeah. New languages, new currencies, new cultures. It sounds idyllic, but it takes a lot of 
resilience to completely adapt to such a change, especially when there's no turning back." 


‘Leaving everything behind is an easy sacrifice,’ she thought. ‘But a new world...I've done it 
once. I really don't know if my mind can take it again without going insane.' 


"You remind me of my daughter," the old man suddenly said, breaking her from somberness. 
He had a reassuring smile. "Whatever troubles you're facing, I have no doubt your strength 
will see you through." 


It was strange to hear reaffirmation, when she had gotten so used to only hearing that from 
herself. She gave him a weak smile, and he stood up. 


"Alright, I'll go see if my wife's done with dinner." 


As her companion left, Penelope looked around at the other wooden shacks. That afternoon, 
she had sent somebody to pick up Emmet from the coastal town. Though it wasn't very far 
(since the village was only along its southeast outskirts), her body hurt too much to make the 
trek. 


And it was probable that Callisto was there, too. 


T thought I'd be able to use the rapids to reach the docks and get to Emmet,' she sighed. 
Instead I passed out, missed my stop and ended up here..." 


Shaking the thoughts away, she enjoyed another few minutes basking in peace. Then, a figure 
hurriedly walked up to her. 


It was the courier she was expecting. But one look at his face, and she could tell something 
was wrong. 


"What is it?" Penelope immediately stood, alarmed. "Where's Emmet?" 


He must've ran all the way from town, because he was out of breath. "That man who oversees 
the stables," he sputtered. "H-He sold your horse, miss." 


"What?! But Emmet's spot in that place was only overdue for half a day! Didn't he take the 
money for compensation?" 


He shook his head grimly, producing the pouch of coins she had given him earlier. "No, your 
horse was already gone by the time I got there. He refused to give any information regarding 
who bought it. I'm sorry, miss." 


Her incredulity was quickly replaced with rage. 'That impatient son of a bitch!" 


"Keep the coins as your payment," she said tersely, turning away before he could respond. 
"Thanks for being quick about this." 


It couldn't be Callisto; that crazy bastard would never pay for something like that. Was it 
Vinter, then? The marquis had briefly seen Emmet once before, but it was hard to believe he 
clearly remembered what the horse actually looked like. 


Fuck. 


She entered the shack, startling the couple inside. "I'm sorry about this, but I need to leave 
right now," she announced, apologetic yet urgent. 


"Are you sure?" the old lady asked. "You said you still feel sore." 


"Yes, but not as bad as yesterday," Penelope replied, holding her host's hands tightly in a 
grateful gesture. "I'll be fine. Thank you so much for aiding me." 


She gathered her things: the mirror, her crossbow, her cloak and her bracelet (which she 
didn't wear yesterday but kept in her pocket). The old lady gave her a rucksack to better 
organize them, and Penelope gave the couple a generous amount of coins for their kindness. 


It was dark by the time she exited the fishing village, and she clasped the bracelet on her 
wrist, pulling the hood over her head. Imperial and Eckart knights might be around. She had 
to stay wary. 


Her body complained for each second of that half-hour walk to town, and even worse when 
she darted between the back alleys of the streets, but eventually, she arrived at the stables. 


The man just inside the entrance was the same person who took Emmet in several days ago. 
Suddenly, her hurting muscles were the last thing on her mind. 


"Hey." 


The man looked up from the newspaper he was reading. Her eyes were dark with anger. 


"Who took my horse?" 


He froze up for just half a second before clearing his throat and faking a more composed 
front. "You mean that stallion you called Emmet? You're too late, girl. Somebody came by 
and gave me good money for it." 


"Who?!" she slammed her fists onto the counter, and he visibly flinched. "Was it a man in a 
rabbit mask? Somebody acting on behalf of a noble? A knight?" 


Though shaken, the other person remained stubborn. "N-No, I can't tell you. It's bad for 
business." 


"You sell the horses you're supposed to look after?!" 


"Most of the time, people who don't come by to claim their steeds are dead," the man said, 
suddenly looking smug. "And besides, what's a little girl like you going to do about it?" 


That derogatory look of his was the last straw. She slipped the bracelet off and channeled 
mana into her arm, then punched him straight in the face. Though her hit wasn’t nearly as 
strong as she planned, it immediately knocked him out. He collapsed behind the counter. 


‘Son of a bitch,' she cursed, rubbing her sore arm as she wore the bracelet again and rushed to 
where she last left her horse. 


Surely enough, the pen that had been Emmet's spot was empty, and even though she expected 
this, her heart dropped nonetheless. She just stood there and stared, at a loss of what to do. 


It was impulsive of her to attack. She should have offered more money; tried to negotiate. 
But what little pride she had left just couldn't stand his belittling jeer. 


And why did she care so much about Emmet, anyway? She could always get another horse. 
Was it because he was her only steady companion, just as Emily had been in the many lives 
she'd gone through? 


..why did she still want to hold onto a friend, when it was her fate to be alone? 


Penelope closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. ‘Stupid Leila, stupid Callisto, stupid horse..." 


Then, she was roughly turned around. 


"Hello?! I've been calling--" 


Reynold's angry words abruptly halted. Penelope's dreadful thoughts suddenly disappeared. 
They stared at each other in shock. 


"W-Why are you crying?" he asked incredulously, reaching a hand towards her face, but 
stopping when he realized his gloves were dirty. "Shit, I don't have a handkerchief..." 


She didn't even realize there were tears. She hastily wiped them away with her sleeves. "It's 
nothing." 


She then tried to turn away, but he grabbed her by the shoulders. Her muscles screamed in 
pain. 


"No, what happened?" he demanded, eyes ablaze. "You, of all people, don't just cry over 
nothing, so tell me what happened. Wait, no, tell me who did it. I'll teach him a lesson." 


She scowled and brushed his hands off. "I a/ready taught him a lesson. He's in a pile behind 
the counter." 


It was then an idea struck her. Of course, why didn't she think of checking the ledger? She 
rushed past her brother and went to the desk near the entrance, rummaging through the filing. 


Reynold eyed the unconscious man warily. "Whoa, you did that?” 


"It was an accident," she sighed irately, brightening when she found the ledger. 


Her brother watched curiously. "What are you looking for?" 


She threw an annoyed look his way before returning to scan the pages. "The bastard sold my 
horse." 


"What?! I can't believe I kept my horse with this scumbag!" 


She paused, but stopped herself from asking any questions and continued her search. It didn't 
matter why Reynold was in town, or why he was leaving so soon. She didn't want to care. 


Finally, she saw a recorded transaction from a few hours prior that matched Emmet's 
description. She rewrote the name of the buyer on a smaller piece of paper and headed out the 
door. 


"W-Whoa, hey, you haven't told me where you're going!" Reynold exclaimed, chasing after 
her, easily matching pace as she cut down the street. "How do you plan on finding your horse 
just from some stranger's name?" 


Penelope was annoyed. She stopped walking. "Why are you following me? You're going to 
get me caught!" 


As if on cue, a gruff voice called out Reynold's title. She froze and ducked her head, praying 
the shadows hid her face, as her brother acknowledged the several Eckart knights who had 
approached them. 


"We've checked the inns, but nobody's seen Lady Eckart," one of them reported. "It's possible 
the lady took passage on a ship by the docks, or took refuge in a village near the outskirts." 


"Don't bother, I've checked the records and there hasn't been a single vessel that left the port 
since yesterday," Reynold waved a dismissive hand. "And let the imperial knights check the 
outskirts. The Crown Prince is with them." 


Penelope gulped nervously. ‘Good thing I already left the fishing village...' 


The others nodded, but remained standing there. Reynold frowned. "What the hell are you 
still sticking around for?" 


"A-Awaiting your orders, sir." 


Penelope could feel some of their suspicious gazes on her. 


"Go check the stores and ask the merchants there," Reynold snapped impatiently. "Now 
scram! You're delaying my interrogation." 


The knights scurried away, splitting into several directions to cover the many shops in town. 
Penelope finally allowed herself to breathe once they were out of sight. 


Catching the relief on her face, Reynold smirked. "You're welcome. Now, you gonna tell me 
what you plan on doing?" 


She rolled her eyes, feigning annoyance, but in truth, she was surprised and relieved he didn't 
reveal her identity. But it was a slim chance she'd even consider thanking him. 


She gestured for him to follow her. "I'm going to meet a friend." 


Reynold followed, seemingly surprised she actually answered, and before long, they were 
standing behind a group of children sitting by the side of the street, giggling at a puppet show. 


Penelope smiled at how enthusiastically her jester friend executed the act. It had only been a 
day since she last saw him. He must've wondered what happened to her after he gave her 
pointers to the cave. 


"Why are we here?" Reynold questioned, confused. 


"We're waiting for the show to end," she replied. "I need to talk to that person." 


They watched for a few more minutes in silence, then Reynold piped up again. "Are these 
kids...homeless? Their clothes... they must be freezing." 


Penelope glanced at him from the corner of her eyes. He looked as if he couldn't believe the 
state they were in. 


"Yeah, they're all orphans," she said nonchalantly, returning her gaze to the show. "I used to 
be just like them." 


She could feel his sorrowful gaze on her, but she refused to look his way. Just then, the 
children clapped and cheered as the man before them bowed theatrically. 


She gave the kids money for food and was once again assaulted with gratitude. When they 
finally dispersed, she approached her friend. 


"Ah, Penny, I'm relieved to see you in one piece," he smiled, dramatically taking her hand 
and placing a kiss on her knuckles. "As beautiful as ever, I see." 


Reynold's jaw dropped with indignance. "Excuse --ow!" 


Penelope flashed the jester an apologetic smile as her brother pouted and rubbed the spot 
where her elbow had jabbed him. 


"Thank you... for the compliment," Penelope said, flashing a warning glare to Reynold 
before turning back to her friend with a sweet smile. "That was a great show." 


The jester chuckled and let go of her hand. "It was nothing special. Now, what can I do for 
the lady today?" 


She gave him the paper with the name on it. "Do you know who this is? He bought my 
horse." 


She went on to describe Emmet's physical features, and when she was done, her friend had a 
frown on his face. 


"One of the bars nearby organized a brawling competition for tonight," he informed. "This 
name is a common participant. People often can't afford to pay for entry, so they give items in 
exchange. In the end, the winner takes all." 


"A horse isn't very affordable, though." 


"No, but stables sell cheap for unwanted horses that take up space." 


Penelope sighed. "Tell me where to go." 


After compensating her friend for the information, she headed straight for the bar. She had 
almost forgotten Reynold was with her. 


"Hey! Stop!" he cried, stumbling after her. "You can't go to a damned bar, especially not one 
with a brawling ring\" 


She didn't slow down, only glanced at him irritatedly. "Why not?" 


"Those places are full of...sailors and mercenaries, they just eat up women like you!" he 
insisted. "Why can't you just get another horse? Is it because you can't afford one? Come on, 
I'll buy it for you. Just don't go somewhere so-- h-hey!" 


He almost ran into her when she abruptly stopped. She spun around, looking up at him with 
frustration. "It's not that easy." 


"What? Why not?" 


"Didn't you hear what the informant said? He called my horse ‘unwanted'," she spat hatefully. 
"Emmet is not 'unwanted', even if he is just some random animal from nowhere." 


Tense silence followed. Reynold's eyes widened as the hidden meaning of her words slowly 
clicked into the both of them, and a haunted look of guilt passed over his face. Surprised by 
own self, Penelope grimaced and turned around. For the rest of the journey, not another word 
was said. 


Upon reaching the bar and paying the bartender, they were led to a large, yet crowded 
backroom. Tall wire fences formed a circle in the middle, and two men were wrestling on the 
blood-splattered concrete. 


'Ew,' she thought with a frown, looking around. 'J just need to know where they keep the 
prizes...’ 


The crowd was energetic and zealous in the small space, cheering and booing and shouting. 
Despite their restlessness, none of them bumped into her. Reynold made sure of that. 


As her brother used his own body as a shield, she turned to someone who looked like an 
employee. "What's all this for? I don't see anything worth winning." 


"The boss keeps the prizes at a separate site," the worker shrugged. "But I don't know where 
that is, lady. One of the guys fighting right now will find out soon enough, though." 


"What? Is this the final match?" 


"Yep, that's right." 


She looked back at the brawling ring, cursing as one of the men inside took down the other. 
He stood up triumphantly, and the room erupted in loud cheer. 


'Fuck...was I too late?' 


Another worker entered the ring. "Looks like we've got a victor," he announced. "Calling for 
any last-minute challengers! Remember, cash-only entries for newcomers. Anybody want to 
try their luck? Anyone?" 


Alternate quest unlocked! Participate and win in the {brawling competition} to reclaim 
your beloved horse! Will you proceed with this quest? (Reward: +7% Reynold's 
favourability, secret item.) 


‘Wait...Emmet was stolen from me because of the fucking game? !' 


There was no way she could enter. Not only did her body hurt like hell, but using mana 
required her to take off her bracelet. 


‘Then what the hell does the system expect me to do?' 


It was then Reynold lightly tugged on her cloak. She looked up at him. 


"Enough with the long face," he smirked smugly. "You've got me, remember?" 


Before she could respond, he raised his arm. "Here!" 


All eyes in the room turned to look at him. Penelope ducked her head again, bewildered and 
speechless, as her brother paid the exorbitant entrance fee and the system window changed. 


This quest will automatically be accepted in 5... 4... 


Ignoring the disapproving protests and skeptical looks, Reynold removed his coat and rolled 
up his sleeves, entering the arena. He was just as well-built as his opponent, maybe a little 
taller, but the other person looked rougher around the edges. Definitely much more used to 
dirty fighting. 


Penelope squeezed her way to the front of the crowd, holding onto the metal wire fence. 
‘What the hell? Why give me a quest when it isn't me who's going to fight?' 


The game just proved over and over again that it was fucking crazy. 


A bell rang and the fight commenced. It was brutal right from the start, and though the raw 
physical violence was gruesome to watch, she couldn't peel her eyes away. Reynold seemed 
alright taking some nasty hits, but what if he sustained something more serious? 


Still, it became apparent that he was also a decent fighter. Jeers and curses filled the air every 
time he secured a successful offense, and this only served to flare his pride. 


T can't believe that jerk's grinning in a situation like this...' 


The crowd's eagerness for her brother's defeat annoyed her to the core, but this was quickly 
forgotten when Reynold was too slow to prevent a punch to his stomach. He dropped to all 
fours, much to the audience's delight, and coughed blood as she stared in horror. 


The other man grabbed his hair and kneed him in the jaw. She finally tore her gaze away, 
unable to bear the scene any longer. 


'He needs a distraction. ' 


Looking around, she noticed the closed lanterns lit around the room. Affecting just one 
wouldn't attract such a raucous crowd, but maybe several would do the trick. She removed 
the bracelet from her wrist. 


Concentrating on the lanterns on the other side of the room, she chanted underneath her 
breath. All ten of them abruptly shattered into a rain of glass. And for just a split second, the 
attention of the arena was focused elsewhere. 


That was enough for Reynold. 


The uppercut he managed was powerful for a man that had just taken a severe beating 
seconds prior. His opponent staggered back, but Reynold was quick to prevent recovery. 
Relentless jabs to the ribs eventually knocked the other man to the ground, and her brother 
added one last brutal kick for good measure. 


His opponent stayed down. The worker came in to announce Reynold as the winner, and the 
spectators exploded in outrage. 


Penelope put the bracelet back on, relieved but still shocked. ‘J actually can t believe he 
won.’ 


Their tantrum was ignored as Reynold simply lifted his arms and puffed out his chest as 
though they were cheering for him instead. She looked at him with a wry smile. 


‘Crazy son of a bitch,' she thought, and when their eyes met, his lips parted into a grin. She 
grimaced at his bloodied teeth. ‘Good thing he doesn't have any potential suitors here...' 


Soon afterwards, they were led to the bar owner's home to collect Reynold's reward. 
Penelope's heart nearly stopped when she spotted a familiar horse drinking from a trough 
nearby. 


"Is that the one you were looking for?" Reynold frowned, scrunching his nose as though he 
was expecting something else. 


Emmet recognized her immediately, nuzzling her hair. She rubbed his neck, just barely 
stopping herself from hugging him, but still unable to prevent her relieved laughter. 


"It seems glad to see you," her brother commented. "And you look glad to see it, too." 


Suddenly remembering that Reynold was there, she inhaled deeply and cleared her throat, 
preparing herself to thank him. Which was something she didn't want to do, but for once in 
his life, he finally did something that deserved some gratitude. 


Before she could do so, however, the sad smile on his face gave her pause. 


"Now that I think about it, I've never seen you so happy," he said, chuckling in a way that 
was self-deprecating. "Though it does make sense why you'd be more excited to see an 
animal instead of me." 


Penelope looked away, conflicted and uncomfortable. How was she supposed to respond to 
something like that? She opted that changing the subject was the best route. 


"anyway, you didn't have to join that brawl because of me," she sighed quietly, glancing 
over his split lip, bloodied collar and bruised eye. "Your face is going to swell really bad by 
tomorrow." 


"Yeah, you're right...that's gonna be difficult to explain to Father," he mused, then suddenly 
waggled his brows with a smirk. "But would he even notice? The swelling won't make much 
of a difference, would it?" 


Penelope rolled her eyes. "This isn't something to joke about! It's a relief you didn't break 
your nose." 


Reynold chuckled, and this time it was more genuine. She turned away, shaking her head, 
then gestured over to a large box on a table nearby. 


"You should look through it," she said. "You're the victor, after all." 


He shrugged. "I didn't do it for a reward. I did it for my sister." 


She frowned and walked up to the box. "Whatever. Let's see what's inside, at least." 


The moment she opened the flaps, she froze. On top of the pile of goods sat a familiar- 
looking hand mirror, made of bronze and encrusted with jewels. 


It was the wand she had used in her first life. The same one that broke when she needed it the 
most. 


But this time, instead of receiving it intact, it was already broken. 


Suddenly, Reynold snatched it up. 


"W-Wait, this thing!" he stammered, examining it incredulously. "What the fuck? It looks 
exactly like the one she wanted on that day!" 


Penelope flinched, taken aback and confused by his outburst. The system window appeared. 
Quest cleared! Reward gained: A 7% Reynold's favorability, secret item: Yvonne's 
Hand Mirror! 


’..my wand looked like the mirror that belonged to the real Yvonne ?' she realized, her eyes 
widening in horror. ‘What a twisted game.’ 


Reynold's shock had faded into a pained wistfulness as he stared at the object in his hands. 
Both of them were quiet for some time. 


"We...we never found a single trace of her after that day in the festival," he suddenly said, 
voice small and distant. "Strange to see a sign now, after so long." 


She wasn't sure what to say, but it was always unpleasant to see somebody reminisce about a 
dead family member. Then, he held it out to her. She glanced at him in confusion. 


"I want you to have it," he declared. 


"W-What? But you just said you haven't found any trace of Yvonne for years." 


"Yeah, and it's time to accept that she's not coming back," he said, smiling sadly. "I don't 
deserve to tell you what to do, but please take this with you." 


She eyed him skeptically. He arched his brow. "Even though we both know there are people 
out there looking to kill you, you're not coming back home, right?" 


"No..." 


"And you won't tell me where you're going?" 


"No..." 


"Then take this. Please. At least...at least I'll feel a little better knowing there's one family 
member watching over you." 


The melancholic, tender look in his eyes stung her heart. And though she knew this was just 
the game system's tactic to force her to take the quest reward, she couldn't bring herself to 
reject him. 


Very carefully, she took the broken hand mirror and placed it inside her rucksack. There was 
always time to dispose of it later. 


He looked visibly relieved, then glanced once again at the other goods. "If there's anything 
you need in here, just take it. Maybe you could sell them for more money." 


"No need, I have enough," she waved dismissively. "So, you said you had to go meet 
Father?" 


"Yeah, he summoned me to the capital." 


"Alright." 


Awkward silence persisted for a few heartbeats. Then he stepped forward as though to hug 
her, but abruptly hesitated. She watched him in perplexity as he lowered his arms. 


"I'll... prepare my horse's saddle," she said. 


"Yeah, you probably should." 


Once Emmet was ready, she mounted her horse and glanced at Reynold once more. The 
emotion in his eyes was hard to identify. 


"Stay safe, Penelope." 


She didn't reply, only nodded in response before riding away. It was actually hard not to look 
back. 


Two mirrors. Both broken. Both a reminder that she wasn't truly free. 


The hollowed tree trunk that was her shelter for the night had a small hole that allowed her to 
admire the stars. Since she first ran away, she never had problems sleeping, even in the forest. 
But for some reason, tonight, she was having a hard time. 


She sighed and curled into a ball, the mirrors laid side-by-side next to her. 'T have to get some 
rest, sunrise is probably in a few hours..." 


Something was bothering her immensely. She didn’t like that the game was actively meddling 
with her life now, involving things that mattered to her: taking away her horse, forcing her 


brother into harm. It was too different from how things used to work. 


She just wanted a break. Maybe a week off the radar. 


After another ten minutes of failing to drift off, she sat up, exasperated, and reached for her 
canister for a drink. But then she noticed there was somebody standing outside. 


It was actually impossible not to notice. The other woman glowed like a fairy, looking 
ethereal and divine. She even looked a little translucent, like she wasn't really there, and 
might have been mistakened for an angel if only her expression wasn't so cold. 


Penelope frowned, more confused than apprehensive. 


Those familiar blue eyes of her fated nemesis, which usually gleamed with malice, now only 
held a muted turmoil of resentment and despair. It was a cold anger, like a grudge. 


The person before her had the same face, the same body...and yet, she knew this was not the 
same enemy. This wasn’t a corpse possessed by the Leila. 


Yvonne smiled. "Hello, sister." 
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Penelope grabbed her crossbow and exited from her shelter, watching the apparition warily. 
“Where did you come from?” 
Yvonne raised her hands. “That arrow will just shoot right through me.” 


“explain. Now.” 


Yvonne's eyes were distant when she spoke of her time in the Mirror of Truth, reconfirming 
Penelope's instinct that this was the real soul. It was a far cry from the cheerful woman that 
the game had painted her out to be, but then again, spending eternity in endless repetition of 
one’s dying moments did tend to make one pessimistic. 


Penelope didn't like it. It disturbingly reflected herself. 


“Sounds like you had a lot of time to think about how much you hate me,” she stated blankly. 


Yvonne sighed. "Yes, I spent all that time in hatred for you and the Leila. But, now I'm not so 
sure anymore about you. You led me out of the Mirror of Truth." 


"Wait, J led you out of there?" Penelope repeated incredulously. "I didn't plan for that." 


"I'm not exactly free; what you see now is just a projection, but it's a nice change of scenery 
regardless," Yvonne said, frowning with a matching level of uncertainty. "There was an 
unnatural force that guided me out. It got stronger over time, and I eventually started seeing 
your experiences. When you finally retrieved my mirror..." 


Her eyes looked past Penelope, to the broken hand mirror on the ground. A sad smile played 
on her lips. "You know, I've always regretted dropping that thing." 


Upon hearing this description, things finally clicked in Penelope's mind. Of course. Why else 
would a never-before-occurred event suddenly take place in this life, if not for the glitch? 


She lamented that the game was adept at tricking her back into its plot. "So, is there a reason 
we should be talking to each other right now?" 


The wistfulness of Yvonne's expression turned into conviction. "All I want is to let go, and 
that's impossible so long as that thing resides in my body. Thus, we're going to kill it." 


Penelope felt her shoulders tense, chest filling with trepidation. This was it: the Hidden Quest 
objective. It was time for the system window to appear. 


Only... it didn't. 


‘Wait, where is it?' she looked around, feeling a strange franticness building up. ‘Isn't killing 
the Leila exactly what the game wants ?' 


Yvonne's request was not a light one. Penelope expected this proposal as per the Hidden 
Quest's objective, but the lack of a system window was very, very bad. This meant that there 
was no reward for eradicating the Leila. 


And that meant she couldn't go back to the real world. 


‘Of all the times for it to not appear...’ 


Her heart wavered at the possibility that the glitch she willingly utilized had destroyed her 
chances of going home. 


"Why are you hesitating?" Yvonne arched her brow. "Don't you have to kill that demon, 
anyway?" 


Penelope scowled. "I'd rather not actively search her out. She doesn't know where I am right 
now." 


"Really? You say that as if it isn’t relentlessly raking the empire searching for you," Yvonne 
remarked, unimpressed. "Just how long do you think you'll be able to run, especially when 
you have the key to its tribe's souls?" 


Penelope paused. Yvonne stepped closer. "I don't know everything, but the mirror showed me 
enough. I know that what you want most in this life is freedom." 


Finally, they met each other's eyes; one gaze conflicted, the other one confident. 


"It's useless to run away, because fate will just catch up to you," Yvonne smiled sadly, as 
though her words stung herself, too. "So, let's settle it once and for all." 


Penelope stared, fighting the lump in her throat as the reality of it all washed over her. Now 
that the game couldn't return her to her real life, the only thing she could ever look forward to 
was being free in this world, but even that was threatened by the Leila cult. And so the only 
way to truly break her shackles was to kill her predators? 


Except that she had more than just one 'predator'. 


Nothing was ever simple. 


"What bullshit," she chuckled bitterly. "The Leila isn't the only party hunting me down, so 
why should I risk it all just for partial benefit?" 


Yvonne was quiet for a moment as she contemplated. "I know you're looking for a way to 
change your appearance for the long-term." 


"Yes... but I blew that chance. Spell books are too rare." 


"You're right, but I know a way for you to get to a place that has one." 


Penelope perked up at that, hardly believing her ears. 


Yvonne beamed. "It just so happens that your objective coincides with mine, so it'll be like 
killing two birds with one stone." 


"..are you saying there's a spell that could get rid of the Leila?" 


"If only things were that simple," Yvonne smiled wryly. "It's never as easy as just stabbing 
the body, or breaking the mirror." 


Even a wizard as powerful as Vinter couldn't destroy the mirror with an explosion. Penelope 
frowned. "You're right. What do you suggest?" 


Yvonne's eyes sparkled sinisterly. "I have an idea that will get you your spell book and kill 
that thing while you're at it." 


She relayed the plan. However, by the time explanations were done, Penelope was certain 
Yvonne was insane. 


"You want me to infiltrate the Sun Palace?" she said incredulously. "Sorry, but I'd actually 
like to avoid execution." 


"Of course, you could just ask your betrothed for permission to access the imperial library," 
Yvonne shrugged. 


T can only imagine Callisto's reaction... I ran away the moment he let me go,' Penelope 
grimaced. "Okay, let's say I infiltrate the palace and then get locked up. How does this attract 
the Leila?" 


"Word will spread fast that you're locked up in there," Yvonne reasoned. "That demon's 
already eager to find you, and the Imperial Palace is its main objective anyway. So why not 
ambush it while you're trapped, kill you, get the mirror, then resurrect the tribe all in one go?" 


Penelope eyed her skeptically. "She can't possibly be that stupid." 


"Desperation makes a lot of people stupid," the other woman chuckled darkly. "Now that you 
have its mirror, does it really want to risk you slipping away again, possibly forever?" 


The back of Penelope's skull was starting to throb. She winced and sat down, leaning against 
the tree with a sigh. "What if they don't show up?" 


Silence stretched for a few moments. 


"Then... that just goes to your benefit, doesn't it?" Yvonne said with a hollow smile. "You get 
the book, escape the dungeons and leave the palace. Then you can start your new life." 


Penelope looked away from that hopeless expression, feeling strangely guilty. It was true that 
the Leila not showing up would be the best case scenario for her, so why did she feel bad 
about Yvonne not receiving a chance for peace? 


"..no use beating myself up over something that hasn't happened,' she mentally sighed. "I 
guess we don't have a choice except planning for improvisation." 


Yvonne's expression brightened slightly. "Quite true." 


"Yeah..." Penelope nodded, eyeing the other person's ghostly appearance. "Um, about your 
plan. Other people can't see you, right? Can you at least affect the real world?" 


Penelope laughed mirthlessly. "Your plan has a lot of hypothetical scenarios that could get me 
stuck. It's a little too far-fetched to do alone." 


"But you aren't alone, are you?" 


"Your company doesn't count if you can't actually help me." 


"I don't mean myself." 


Penelope arched her brow, staring at the other in confusion. Yvonne simply shrugged in 
response. As the silence continued, realization eventually dawned over her. 


"You're crazy," Penelope sputtered, sitting up straighter. "That's exactly what I'm trying not to 
do!" 


"Why?" 


"That's completely off the table," Penelope seethed. 


"Don't be so hasty," Yvonne said. "I have a plan for that, too. Just... hear me out." 


Penelope swallowed, still unconvinced and wary as she slightly calmed down. Yvonne gave 
her a sympathetic, soothing smile. 


"I promise I won't let you get trapped. Not again." 


Penelope felt dread as the roads became sickeningly familiar. It had been a week since she 
agreed to Yvonne's plan, and so she assumed that was enough time for mental preparation. 


Yet, as the Eckart estate slowly came into view, a claustrophobic feeling began to claw at her 
throat. 


T’m doing this for me,’ she reassured herself. ‘This is for me.’ 


Emmet’s galloping slowed to a trot as they approached the main entrance. The knights posted 
at the grand gates turned towards her, and one of them held up a hand. 


“Halt! You are on the grounds of the Eckart duchy. State your business.” 


She pulled down her hood, magenta hair reflecting the bright morning sun. 


“T want to see Duke Eckart.” 


Their looks of shock and speechlessness barely registered on her. When they finally 
recovered from astonishment to escort her towards the mansion, her mind was consumed 
with the daunting confrontation that was bound to occur. She was afraid to even expect what 
sort of reaction was waiting. 


It wasn’t until she reached the door did she notice the butler already standing there. His old 
face was etched in shock. 


At that moment, a knight offered his hand to aid her getting down from her horse. She 
ignored him, dismounting Emmet with ease, before waving them away in dismissal. “Leave 
now. Pennel will guide me from here.” 


Spurred by her stern voice, they hastily obeyed and returned to their posts. She turned her 
attention to the butler. “Where is Emily? Send her to me right now, and inform Father of my 
arrival.” 


Pennel disappeared through the doors without another word, giving her a moment of privacy. 
Though the knights standing guard could still see her, they were far away enough to be out of 
earshot. She sighed and turned to her horse, stroking his muzzle. 


“T don’t know yet if this is goodbye,” she whispered, regret lacing her voice. “But you’ve 
been good to me. I'll make sure you stay safe.” 


Emmet whinnied and nuzzled her face, earning a wistful smile. It was a pity that this had to 
happen, but with total freedom close at hand, loose ends had to be taken care of. And where 
she was going, he couldn't follow. 


The heavy guilt in her heart persisted as she continued petting him, until the door opened 
again and Emily emerged, her face already streaked with tears. This sight caught Penelope 
off-guard. 


Emily looked relieved to see her. 


As her personal maid rushingly approached, she arched her brow. “This is very unbecoming 
of you.” 


“Apologies, my lady,” Emily sniffled, her voice constricted as she wiped away some tears 
only for fresh ones to replace them. “I got a bit too excited and impatient to see you. I nearly 
fainted when Pennel told me you were outside the doors!” 


Penelope smirked at her maid’s distressed state. “Do you really think I’d leave only to die so 
easily?” 


“My lady, p-please don’t say such horrible things!” Emily exclaimed indignantly, her bottom 
lip trembling. “That devil searching for you was the least of my worries, because I know you 
always have a plan. I just... I was so worried you would... give up. As you attempted last 
time.” 


She looked down guiltily upon saying this. Penelope was perplexed at first, but then she 
realized what Emily was talking about. 


‘She remembered the time I drank poison.’ 


Emily inhaled with effort to prevent another sob. “E-Even if my lady were to resort to that, I 
couldn’t bear the thought of you being alone if it happened. At least if I was there, I could... 
help you.” 


Suddenly, Penelope felt a stab in her heart. She fought to keep her expression neutral as a 
painful pressure built behind her eyes. 


Her maid was talking about burial. Emily spent many sleepless nights, not worrying about 
what choice her lady would take, but worried about what would happen to her body. Now 


that Penelope thought about it, she never even considered what happened to her corpse after 
she died. It just didn’t matter to her. 


But it felt strange to know that it mattered to somebody else. 


She took a few moments to compose herself, then exhaled. “You may not believe me, but I 
haven’t been alone during my travels,” she reassured, gesturing to her tall steed. “His name is 
Emmet.” 


Emily looked up at him, her anxiousness fading slightly as it turned to awe. “I had no idea 
my lady knew how to ride a horse. You must’ve learned a lot of new things when you were 
gone.” 


T’ve actually lived more than a few times, but she wouldn t know that...’ 


“Well, he’s been a loyal companion of mine,” Penelope sighed, before reaching to take both 
of Emily’s hands in hers. “Now, I have a very important responsibility for you.” 


Her maid’s breath hitched. “Y-Yes! Anything you ask, I'll do my best.” 


“As you always have done,” Penelope commented with a slight smile. 


In every cycle, and in every task, her maid had never disappointed her. Emily even 
occasionally went beyond what was expected, and because of this, she had become the only 
person Penelope could ever admit to trusting. 


The only other person who came close was Callisto. 


Emily’s eyes brimmed with tears once more. “Yes. Of course.” 


Penelope squeezed her hands, then placed Emmet’s bridle into her palm. “He’s been a very 
precious friend to me, and so he deserves to live the rest of his life without fear or neglect. 
Will you ensure that he receives proper treatment in the duchy?” 


“T promise I will personally check on it every day,” Emily nodded, gripping the bridle with 
determination. “You never need to worry. It's in safe hands with me.” 


A weight that Penelope didn’t realize was there suddenly lifted from her shoulders. She let 
out a breath of relief. “Good, then he’ Il be in your care. You’ll ensure he gets quality food 
and enough exercise?” 


“Yes, you can trust me.” 


“T do. Now then, take him for the necessary arrangements,” she said, and watched as Emily 
cautiously petted the horse. “Be a good boy, Emmet.” 


As her maid led him away, she stared at them wistfully. Emmet may be a horse, but he was 
surely expecting to meet her again at some point, whereas Emily was happy because she 
mistakenly believed that Penelope was here to stay. 


But that was far from the truth. 


Some part of her felt guilty about leaving them behind, but Yvonne’s plan made this goodbye 
inevitable. At least the last image she had of Emily and Emmet was one of happiness. At 
least she ensured they were safe. 


‘Now to do what I came here to do.’ 


As if on cue, the mansion doors clicked open once more, and she turned around, expecting 
Pennel to appear with instructions on where to go. But the person who stepped out was not 
the butler. 


It was the Duke. 


“...Father?” 


His chest heaved as though he had run all the way from his office. Penelope’s heart dropped 
as she noted that the lines in his face had deepened. 


He looked so much older than she remembered. Just how many nights has it been since he 
had a good rest? 


More importantly, she was surprised that he came down instead of sending the butler. Her 
mouth felt dry. “Um...” 


Upon hearing her voice, something in his glassy eyes shifted. The stunned expression 
crumbled away. It was like he couldn’t comprehend that she was standing right in front of 
him. Why did seeing this hurt her heart? 


‘No, don t get sentimental...’ 


“Father, I have something important to tell you,” she said, speaking faster than usual. “I-Is it 
possible if we went somewhere more--” 


He abruptly wrapped his arms around her, and she froze up, the words dying in her throat. He 
held onto her like a man drowning. 


The pressure behind her eyes returned, and she swallowed hard. She should pull away, but 
her body refused, as though it yearned for the warmth enveloping her. It hurt, gently, like 
warming her hands after the frost. 


She closed her eyes and allowed herself to stay like that. 


Finally, after a few moments, he pulled away, placing a hand on her cheek. “Penelope,” he 
breathed, eyes roaming her face as though still in disbelief. 


“Yes, it’s me,” she said, looking away from his anguished gaze. She hardened her jaw before 
gently stepping back, away from his touch. “I need to speak to you in private.” 


“T asked the servants to prepare breakfast in the greenhouse,” he recounted. “They should be 
done, but perhaps you’d like to clean up and change?" 


‘The greenhouse? How ironic...’ 


“No, I don’t need to,” she shook her head. “But I’d like to go and see my horse in the stables 
for a bit. It won’t take long. I'll meet you at the greenhouse.” 


He seemed surprised at the mention of Emmet, but quickly recovered. “Of course. I will wait 
for you.” 


She waited until he disappeared from view, then headed for the armory. No matter how her 
discussion with the Duke went, there would come a time in the near future where she’d have 
the need for ammunition. This was her last guaranteed chance to stock up. 


Walking through the garden path felt dreamlike. The sun filtered beautifully through the 
trees. It was this same scenery, this same peace, that gave her the idea of running away in the 
first place. It gave her a strange mix of nostalgia and dread. 


Finally, she found the building of the armory. She was alone as she browsed through the 
inventory. 


‘Crossbow bolts... antiseptics...’ 


She placed the items into her quiver and the pouches around her belt, before scanning the 
racks one last time for anything else that might be useful. It was then a figure by the entrance 
casted a long shadow into the room. 


She turned her head, her gaze meeting with cold blue eyes. 


“Penelope.” 


Derrick’s voice was just the same as it had been on the first day she discovered the glitch. 
Slightly accusatory, but not quite as harsh. 


Fuck, I really thought he wasnt in the capital,’ she cursed. ‘And this damned room only has 
one exit... I’m trapped.’ 


She slightly bowed her head, ignoring the tapping of his footsteps as he came closer. “Young 
master, please excuse me.” 


His shoes came into view, but she kept her gaze down. 


“T should’ve known you would be ungrateful,” he said coldly. “Not even a word of greeting 
to me, who travelled across the country looking for you.” 


‘But I did greet you though...’ she rolled her eyes, knowing he couldn’t see her face. ‘And I 
didn t ask you to do all that, you son of a bitch.’ 


“T have an appointment with Father at the greenhouse. He is waiting for me.” 


A moment of uncomfortable silence fell over them. Suddenly, he pushed her face up by the 
chin. 


Too close. She flinched back, eyes wide with shock as unpleasant goosebumps ran down her 
spine. 


“Didn’t Father tell you that the Eckarts never bow down to anybody else?” he asked, and 
though his face was still stoic, and his words were of a serious matter, his voice was strangely 
less stern. 


As though he was pleased to have flustered her. 


Disturbed and appalled, she was at a loss for words. It was then he noticed her quiver full of 
crossbow bolts, and his eyes darkened. 


“What are you doing here?” 


Strange of him to only now ask that question. Did Derrick rush here as soon as he heard of 
her return, not thinking why she was in the armory? 


She was unpleasantly reminded of Iklies, who dropped all logic to see her first, leaving the 
important issues for later. 


Iklies. She wondered with dread if he was on the duchy grounds as well. 


The lack of an answer deepened Derrick’s frustration. “You’re planning on leaving again.” 


It wasn’t even a question. Just an accusation; a truth he concluded on his own, just as how he 
always did. Only this time, he was right. 


She swallowed, looking away from his intense scrutiny. “Father is waiting. I must go now.” 


When she attempted to sidestep him, he roughly snatched her wrist. She flinched in surprise, 
stepping back, but his grip only tightened as he pulled her closer. His stoic face contrasted the 
cold anger in his eyes. 


“You think I’d let you go and see Father while armed?” he seethed. “I’m not an idiot. You 
have a scheme up your sleeve, as you always do.” 


She stared at him in disbelief. “Do you actually believe I’d hurt Father?” 


“You obviously have no plans on staying if you’re here to resupply.” 


She had always known Derrick had zero faith in her. But the fact that he would assume she 
would stoop so low as to attack the Duke... 


“Even if I had no plans on staying, why would IJ ever lay a hand on the man who took me in 
from the streets?” she chuckled bitterly. 


Derrick worked his jaw. “Because you’d go to any lengths to achieve your goals, even if it 
means hurting him when he won’t let you leave.” 


“How are you so sure he won’t allow it?” she countered, her eyes dark. “Father isn’t like you 
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Her words struck a chord, and just a little bit of his composed mask broke away. “What?” 


“Father actually tries to understand me,” she spat. “So don’t project yourself onto him. He’d 
never consider locking me up like an animal.” 


His eyes flinched. If his favorability counter was still visible, she figured that it would’ve 
dropped a few percentages. 


This only confirmed that she did hit a nerve. 


He knitted his brows. “I would never--” 


“What, you don’t remember how much you hated it when I asked to leave after trying to kill 
myself?” 


“That was for your own good!” he gritted his teeth, and the grip on her wrist started to hurt. 
“Look at what happened now that you’ve actually left. The whole duchy is falling apart, 
searching for you. Our reputation is crumbling. This was exactly what I was trying to prevent 
in the past!” 


“Whatever it is, the only thing you can do is just pray things will go the way you want,” she 
scoffed, trying to shake his hand off. “I must go and see Father now. He’ll be wondering why 
I’m taking so long.” 


Derrick strengthened his hold, and she bit back a sharp gasp. It was starting to get a little too 
painful. 


“No, not until I confiscate whatever could bring him harm,” he said, eyes trailing to the belt 
around her waist. ““What was Father thinking, letting you go like this...” 


Before she could respond, she felt his hand brush her hips, and she nearly jumped out of her 
own skin. 


“Stop!” she hissed, swatting with her free hand, only for him to catch it in his other one. 


He lightly shoved her back, bringing his face close to hers. 


“Be still,’ he growled, but it wasn’t the threat that scared her. It was the way she could feel 
her wrists starting to bruise. 


Her speechlessness quickly melted into panic. Gathering mana into her hands, she blasted 
him back, throwing him against the rack of weapons on the wall. Several swords and axes 
clattered to the ground as he landed on all fours, coughing violently due to the wind knocked 
out of him. 


She retreated one step, breathing heavily to calm her racing heart. Her skin was still crawling. 


A few knights came pouring into the hazardous armory, their weapons drawn in response to 
the ruckus. Upon seeing Derrick on the floor, they turned their swords onto her without 
hesitation. 


She grimaced, knowing that the situation painted her in a bad light. ‘Damn it Yvonne, why do 
you love this creep so much?’ 


She tensed as one of the knights stepped forward, but then Derrick held out a hand. “Don’t... 
take another step closer.” 


His voice was choked as though it hurt to speak, and his face was scrunched in pain, but his 
vehement insistence gave them pause. 


The knight was conflicted. “B-But...” 


Derrick glared. “Don’t you dare aim your sword at an Eckart.” 


The firm threat in his command was enough to make the knights lower their weapons, and 
heavy silence settled as Derrick got to his feet and brushed the dirt off his clothes. She 
watched him warily, mind racing on what to do if he commanded them to arrest her. 


Did she have to fight her way out? 


"Let her through. She has an appointment with Father.” 


The knights looked at each other, then hesitatingly parted ways, clearing a path out of the 
armory. Perplexed, but too exhausted to spare another moment to understand, she silently 
walked out, rubbing her wrists. The skin was already turning blue. 


Soon, she reached the greenhouse. The knights at the entrance allowed her in and she walked 
along the winding path to its center. The vibrant and beautiful flora was a stark contrast to the 
bleak room from earlier. 


When she arrived, the Duke stood up, and waited for her to sit before he did. The way he 
looked at her spoke volumes: relief, trepidation, sorrow, happiness... like looking at the open 
page of a book. 


It was difficult to maintain eye-contact. 


He spoke first. “That fur cloak of yours looks well-used.” 


The small talk was mildly uncomfortable, but it did help to ground her. “Yes, I always wear 
it.” 


“You’re very resourceful, buying such a useful piece.” 


“T didn’t buy it. A bear attacked the caravan I was on.” 


An awkward silence followed this deadpan statement. He licked his lips nervously. 


“Penelope... I want you to know something very important.” 


She met his eyes. The vulnerability in his gaze was still there, albeit a little bit firmer now. 


“Yes?” 


He took a deep breath, steeling himself as he laced his hands together on the table. “I won’t 
stop you if you wish to go and see the world. Just allow me to fund your travels.” 


Of all the things she expected, she wasn’t expecting that. Not a single reference to his restless 
nights, nor a question as to why she ran. 


Just an offer of support. 


Her lack of response made him continue nervously. “You no longer have to labour for money. 
I will give you all the money you could ever need to be comfortable in your journey.” 


His eyes were hopeful, and she pursed her lips. Money had never been an issue, but was it 
safe to use the glitch after killing the goddess? After all, it was that same mechanism that 
dragged her back into the plot. 


Maybe this could work out for her? 


She grimaced, looking away from his pleading gaze. No. She didn’t want to be tied down. 


“T have money,” she refused. “Lack of funds has never been a problem for me. I’m not so 
stupid as to have left without a plan. ” 


“T didn’t mean that...” he said, dejected. “Then, will you at least take an escort with you?” 


She sighed in frustration. “Father, I don’t think you know what ‘freedom’ means.” 


“But I just want you to be safe.” 


“T can do that on my own. The fact that I’m here now is proof of that.” 


His interlocked fingers flexed as he frowned deeper. “But that thing in... Yvonne’s body...” 


He looked pained to say that name. Penelope arched her brow. “What about her? It wouldn’t 
be the first time I fought her alone.” 


He winced at her bitter tone. “Is it so wrong for a father to want to know that his daughter is 
safe?” 


His supposedly-comforting words only stung her even more. Now he wanted to be informed 
of her condition? Now he cared if she was comfortable, or safe, or happy? 


Resentment swirled in her heart as she stared at the ground, and she said nothing. His unease 
only grew. 


“Then don’t take an escort,” he insisted. “Just let us know where you are, maybe through a 
letter every now and then.” 


His complicated words boiled down to a simple request. ‘Just don’t abandon me.’ 


But how could she trust him? 


“No...” she sighed. “There is nothing I want that you can offer me, Father.” 


The hopefulness in his eyes cracked, much like the pain in her heart. She inhaled deeply. “But 
there is something that I might need. A favour, if you will.” 


He sat up a little straighter. “Yes?” 


If the Leila didn’t show up once she infiltrated the palace, then word would spread that she 
had stolen something from the imperial library. Inevitably, her family would also be 
investigated for treason. 


Though she doubted anything would actually happen given the Eckarts’ history (and 
Callisto’s support), she still regretted that they would be dragged into conflict. 


“T might be getting into trouble soon, and it will put you in a very precarious position,” she 
said. ‘““No matter how the situation unfolds, the Eckarts will be implicated. You must be 
prepared.” 


Her father paled. “What... are you talking about? Please don’t purposely put yourself in the 
face of dangerous threats.” 


“Well, I grew up constantly facing threats,” she smiled bitterly. “Don’t worry, Father. I know 
how to handle myself.” 


He pursed his lips, visibly restraining himself from probing further as she continued. 
“Anyway, if I’m not very lucky, I might need... a little help.” 


“Penelope.” 


“Just yes or no, Father.” 


Not that his words actually really mattered. They weren’t her last resort. She knew that the 
only contingency plan she could rely on was herself. 


He hardened his gaze. “Yes.” 


She gave him a weak smile. “Okay. Then... please keep an ear out for rumours from the Sun 
Palace.” 
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“T-The Emperor’s Palace?!” he exclaimed, stunned. “I... what... why...” 


“T won’t die,” she said, digging into her belt pouch. Her hand found the familiar cylindrical 
shapes of the two remaining teleportation scrolls in her possession. 


T’ve said what I came here to say,’ she thought, pulling one scroll out. ‘Time to go.’ 


Before her father could respond, muted shouts from the outside caught their attention, as 
though the knights were having a scuffle with somebody. Both of them listened, perplexed. 


Derrick wouldn't make such a noise, so maybe it was Reynold? The protests continued, 
followed by the clanging of doors and rapid footsteps. Her heart leaped to her throat. 


“Princess!” 


Callisto was already inside the greenhouse. 


She turned to the Duke. 


“Tf the time comes and you end up hesitating, then know just one thing,” she said, unrolling 
the parchment in her hands. “Even without your help, I'll find a way to live.” 


A bright glow enveloped her body. She looked up just in time to see Callisto emerge from the 
path, and for just a moment, right before the magic took her away, their eyes met. 


If only she could say goodbye to him then. 


Chapter End Notes 


Man, I creeped myself out writing that scene with Derrick. 


About Yvonne, since she's not a child in my fic, I characterized her as best as I could. 
The novel did mention she was a sweet girl with a bit of Reynold's temperament, but I 
figured trauma would make her a little eager for revenge. 


Thanks for reading! Much love and stay safe. 
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The imperial library was as vast and grand as Penelope could remember. The shelves covered 
the walls with priceless knowledge, but she was only there for a very certain type of book. 


‘The imperial wizards definitely noticed me when I teleported through their wards,' she 
thought with trepidation, reaching the ancient magic section of the archives. 'Though it'd be 
some time before they figure out I'm in the library...' 


She shifted through the books. The tomes wrote of old knowledge, but she needed one that 
was practical to carry and conceal in her robes. Eventually, after ten minutes, she found a 
light book just slightly bigger than her palm. 


Flipping through, her heart soared at the inscribed spells. 


T found it!' she grinned, hardly believing her eyes. She was so surprised that she failed to 
notice a figure round the corner. 


"My lady." 


She turned her head and met with Vinter's soft gaze. He was dressed as pristinely as ever, tall 
and elegant. 


He gave her a gentle smile. "It has been a long time." 


Shit. How could she have predicted that he'd be in the Sun Palace? Given his prowess, of 
course he would be the first of all the wizards to pinpoint her location, and since they were in 
between shelves, he was already blocking one of her exits. 


But he was alone. 


"You didn't alert the imperial guard that I'm here?" she asked warily, arching her brow. 


"My magic is not sworn to the palace, so I'm not obligated to tell them where you are," he 
informed, taking a few steps closer. "Your intrusion still caused quite a stir, and the imperial 
wizards are making good progress narrowing your whereabouts." 


She narrowed her eyes. "What do you want?" 


Sensing her apprehension, he stopped, lips forming a sad smile. "It's strange. I've been 
searching for my lady for a long time, but in the end, we only meet when you come to me." 


Penelope couldn’t prevent a grimace. “That wasn’t my intention.” 


They looked at each other for a few moments. 


“I know my presence makes you uncomfortable,” he said, his gaze turning more serious. 
“But you need not be. You are in grave danger, my lady, and there is nothing more I want in 
this world than to protect you.” 


She swallowed hard, struggling to keep her eyes focused on him so as to not glance down at 
the spell tome. It was vital that his attention remained focused on her. If he knew the type of 
book in her hands, he would never let her leave. 


Still, she couldn’t bring herself to indulge in his delusions. 


“Protect me?” she scoffed. “The only thing I would ever need protection from is you.” 


He winced at her harsh tone. “I didn’t understand your words when we first met, but now I 
understand what I’ve done to you. There is nothing I can do that will earn your forgiveness, 
but—” 


“Tf you know that, then why do you still try?” 


He snapped his mouth shut, gaze dropping to the floor guiltily. As some moments of silence 
passed between them, she seized the opportunity to hide the book underneath her clothes. 


By the time he looked up again, the book was safely concealed away. 


He steadied his gaze. “...because if I stop, I wouldn’t know how to live with myself.” 


His heavy reply inspired no reaction. She felt a muted outrage at his selfishness, but another 
part of her was too tired to deal with the crap. 


Her blank stare prompted him to speak further. “Regardless of what would happen to me, my 
lady is still in trouble. If we stay here longer, the imperial guard will arrest you. Stay with me, 
and Ill answer all their inquiries. You have my word that you won’t face any consequences.” 


She sighed at the determination in his tone. “Let them come. I’m not going anywhere.” 


He paled. “What?” 


“T said, let them come,” she repeated, fixing him a hard look. “It’s not a big deal.” 


“Why make things harder for yourself?” he asked, almost pleading. “Intrusion of the palace is 
no small offense. It won’t be easy for the Duke or the Crown Prince to lighten your 
punishment.” 


Why did he always assume that she would fall back on anybody but herself to get out of tight 
situations? It was beyond irritating. 


“T have been through worse situations alone .” 


The way she spat the last word evidently stung him. 


“I’m offering you any form of support I can give,” he said. “Anything you need, I will 
provide." 


She frowned, annoyed that every man in her life seemed to assume she would ever need 
anything from them. Countless lives ago, maybe. 


He looked at her desperately. "Just allow me to help you... please.” 


"No, Vinter." 


His expression cracked just a little. "My lady, I am the least qualified to speak of the horrors 
you've been through, but things are different now. The Eckarts and Crown Prince have made 
locating you a priority, and every day, I see their torment firsthand. It’s obvious you are at the 
center of their hearts." 


She arched her brow. "I'm guessing that's the same for you." 


His cheeks reddened ever so slightly, a sight that would've been endearing if not for the guilt 
hanging in the air. 


" 


.. yes," he said, head lowered in shame. "I do not deserve to feel this way." 


His eyes were determined when he looked back at her. "You already know there is nothing I 
won't do if it will make things easier for you." 


She had always known Vinter loved her, but it was a pity that he ruined it even on the first 
cycle. She returned his gaze with equal firmness. 


"If you'll do anything, then will you leave me alone?" 


He flinched, unprepared for such a request. 


She sighed. "If you really do love me, then why can't you just do me one wish, and leave me 
be?" 


He looked as though he was about to break down. "My lady, I..." 


"I know. That's just the one thing you couldn't bring yourself to do." 


Tense silence settled between them. She looked away from his tormented gaze, feeling mixed 
emotions from past memories with Vinter. 


The man who started the endless nightmares. The man who gave it all up to give her a chance 
to fix it. 


But no matter how raw his love was for her, it'll never be simple. 


"You're... searching for ancient magic books?" he asked, eyes on the shelf next to her. 


She hardened her jaw, and as he pieced her plan together in his head, she took a step back. 
‘Damn, where are the guards?' 


His look of realization turned into horror. "My lady! You can't--" 


At that moment, a loud clanging interrupted them as the imperial guard burst through the 
library doors. She was distracted for just a moment, but that was enough time for Vinter to 
come close enough to grab her shoulders. 


"Please, anything but this," he begged, his calm composure cracking from heartbreak. 
"Anything except you disappearing from my life forever." 


The despair in his eyes just didn't make sense. She was genuinely puzzled. 


"Just why? It's easier this way: you won't have to burn for eternity, and I won't have to live 
another life of hell. We'll both be free. Can't you see that?" 


The thought of it seemed unbearable for him. "You'll be free, but... you'll be alone." 


She stared at him. 'What a pure, naive heart.' 


"I was already alone," she smiled bitterly. "At least this way I'll have my freedom, too." 


She gently pushed him back, and at that moment, the guards rounded the corner. Vinter was 
too disquieted to speak as she readily implicated herself in the guard's questioning, posing no 
resistance as they whisked her away. 


She didn't know what happened to Vinter after that, but she assumed he left to find Callisto. 
For some reason, the thought made her restless in her cell. 


‘Meeting Vinter was unexpected, but Yvonne's plan is still green,' she thought, grimacing as 
she looked around. ‘Looks just like the cell they put me in during the hunting competition." 


As she stared at the ceiling, she patted the space where she tucked the book away, relieved 
that her social status allowed her to remain unsearched. 


However, as time passed, every line of thought in her head wandered to Vinter's torn gaze. It 
bothered her in a way she couldn't name. 


"You look troubled," Yvonne's silky voice rang through the air, and Penelope turned her head 
to see her standing outside the bars. "Thinking about the marquis?" 


Penelope glanced around, noting that there was nobody nearby. Strange, what happened to 
the guard on watch? 


"Yes, now that he's guessed my plan, I'm wondering if that'll make my permanent-disguise 
strategy obsolete," Penelope mused. 


"I'm sure he's not that foolish," Yvonne chuckled. "He's a little stubborn, but even he knows 
how to let go." 


There was a pause in the conversation before Penelope changed the subject. "We've been here 
for about an hour. How much longer are we going to wait?" 


"Somebody's eager to leave." 


Penelope rolled her eyes. "The guard isn't around. It's the perfect time to take my last 
teleportation scroll out of here." 


Yvonne walked through the bars. "He's not around because Father and the Crown Prince are 
currently having an audience with the Emperor about you." 


The information was instantly unsettling. "W-What?" Penelope sputtered. "That just gives me 
all the more reason to leave now." 


"Wait just a moment," Yvonne held up a patient hand. "Don't you feel it?" 


"Feel what?" 


Penelope couldn't sense anything. Yvonne looked mildly excited. 


"...the magic." 


It was that moment when the quiet was suddenly broken by the daunting belltower. The 
sound was ominous and booming, befitting of a grave warning for destruction to come. 


Penelope rushed to the back of the room, straining on her tiptoes to see over the high window 
to the outside. Despite being unable to see much, she could hear the frantic yells of the 
imperial guards, followed by the clash of weapons. 


"It's the warning bell," Yvonne said, appearing next to her. "The Leila are here." 


‘So fast?' 


Seeing Penelope's perplexed expression, Yvonne smirked. "Don't be surprised. You're the 
sensation of the empire; of course news would spread very fast." 


"And it seems our goddess doesn't like wasting time," Penelope grimaced, turning around to 
face the bars of her prison. "The problem right now is that the guard isn't around. How do I 
get out of here?" 


The plan was to retrieve the keys and manually unlock her cage. Though escape was easy 
with magic, mana conservation was vital: both for the fight ahead and to avoid detection. 


‘Though they already know for sure that I'm locked up here...' she thought, looking around 
for alternatives only to find none. 


"I'm not staying here," she said. "There's no other way. I'm breaking the bars." 


"Wait," Yvonne placed a hand on her wrist, her expression serene. "Don't waste your energy." 


"I'd rather not be a sitting duck." 


"Somebody is coming," Yvonne gestured to the stairs at the end of the hallway. "Not an 
enemy. Use this to your advantage." 


The faint footsteps grew louder with each passing second, confident and unhesitating, and 
Penelope squinted to identify the figure emerging from the distance. Dressed in metal armour, 
the person was undoubtedly a knight. 


Just not an imperial one. 


"Master." 


Iklies' monotone voice was slightly breathless. 


She backed away from the bars as he drew closer, cursing her twisted fate. Of all the people 
who could have appeared, why did it have to be the worst one possible? 


His drawn sword was painted as red as it was in the cave, and his languid gaze dragged down 
her body. Her skin crawled; it looked like he was doing more than just checking for injuries. 


"It's good... that I made it before them," he said finally. 


She felt unnerved that this was the second time he was alone when they met. "By 'them', do 
you mean the Leila, or the other Eckart knights?" 


"Both." 


The word sent chills down her spine just as her back hit the wall. She glanced to the side. 
Yvonne was already looking at her, her grave expression indicating understanding in the type 
of situation they were in. 


But there was no other choice. 


‘No way I could waste mana fighting him when I'm bound to meet the Leila,’ Penelope 
thought warily, watching as he surveyed her prison. 'J need to get him to get me out of here.’ 


As though reading her mind, he met her eyes with a careful, calculating look. "You were 
expecting this assault, weren't you? You have a plan in place, but it looks like you're stuck." 


She tensed, unsure what to respond. 


His gaze turned smug. "You need me, Master." 


She hated that dangerous look in his eyes, more so because of how right he was. He had 
always wanted her to depend on him, and though this was a fleeting moment, he was getting 
aroused on the power trip. 


Disgusting. 


"Don't do anything rash," Yvonne warned, noting the other woman's clenched fists. "Even if 
you break out with your magic, you can't execute the plan with this person on your tail." 


Yvonne was right, but Penelope didn't like it. Yet, she knew being practical was the best way 
to stay alive. 


"What do you want?" she asked cautiously. 


Ikles said nothing for a few moments, as though drinking in her apprehensive expression. 
Like committing it to memory. 


"It's strange," he murmured. "Our roles are reversed now. Back then, I was the one begging 
you." 


Maybe something about stepping on her pride gave him a rush. She gritted her teeth in 
frustration. 


"Just tell me what you want." 


"What I truly want will take some time for me to... enjoy," he said, his low voice sending 
goosebumps across her skin. "What I need, however..." 


He removed a familiar-looking collar and ring from his pouch. Penelope's heart dropped at 
the shiny ruby, immediately understanding his intentions behind the gesture. 


He held up the jewel to the light. "I want you to wear this." 


From the corner of her eyes, she could see Yvonne glance at her in confusion, but Penelope 
was too furious to even return the gaze. 


Wearing the ring was the first form of acceptance. 


‘Sly manipulative bastard,' she cursed, noting his expressive eyes were now accompanied by 
a small smirk. 


"Of course, if Master doesn't want to, I could just escort you to the Duke." 


And she knew that despite her magical abilities, Iklies' raw strength and agility would 
overpower her in a battle. 


"What happens after I wear the ring?" she questioned. 


"Then I will escort Master to complete her plan." 


She inhaled sharply, knowing that having Iklies as an ally was invaluable to her protection. 
Though being anywhere near him posed a risk, the events bound to unfold would give her 
much chance to escape. This was an advantage. 


‘But the ring...’ 


"Careful, he put a spell on that thing," Yvonne pointed out, looking at the jewel warily. "Not 
for tracking, though. It's more... a type of latching." 


‘So once I wear it, it's not going to be easy to remove,' Penelope grimaced. 


The lengths Iklies went through to keep a part of himself with her were despicable, but no 
spell was foolproof. Removing the ring was a problem for future her. 


For now, she just had to swallow her pride. 


"Alright," she said, the words feeling heavy as she spoke. "I'll wear it." 


Iklies studied her face as though trying to detect a trick, but upon sensing no lies, he focused 
mana into one hand and broke the lock with a swift punch. She flinched; for such a lean body, 
his strength was threatening. He put the slave collar around his neck as he walked in. 


She held a palm upwards, but instead of placing the ring, he gently held her hand instead. 
"No, let me put it on you." 


She nearly jumped out of her own skin. His grip was so delicate, as though she was made of 
glass. For some reason, his tenderness only served to increase her dread. 


Iklies lowered himself onto one knee, slipping the ring onto her dainty finger. He cradled her 
hand for a moment, staring with satisfaction and admiration at the dazzling ruby. 


There was a slight burn as the spell latched the jewelry onto her skin. ‘He's looking at it like I 
belong to him...’ 


He suddenly met her eyes and smirked a little when he realized she had already been looking 
at him. Maintaining eye contact, he kissed the ring on her hand, warm lips brushing her skin. 


Startled, she flinched back, but he tightened his hold to prevent her hand from pulling away. 


"Perfect," he whispered. 


Penelope peered at Yvonne, who looked very uncomfortable. Iklies casted a final glance at 
the ring, stood up then gestured for the exit. 


"Let's go, Master." 


Penelope stayed ahead of him as they briskly made haste towards the upper levels, and she 
loaded her crossbow with a bolt as she faintly noted that Yvonne was not around anymore. 


"What's the situation?" Penelope asked Iklies, as they emerged into a grand imperial hall. 
"Where is everybody?" 


"The Duke accompanied the imperial guard to escort the Emperor to safety," he informed. 
"The Young Duke is most likely near the throne room, leading the remaining Eckart knights. 
The second son left to bring reinforcements." 


"How about the Crown Prince?" 


Iklies eyes darkened. "He was on the way to your cell when he was surrounded, but the 
wizard was with him." 


She nodded curtly, ignoring the relief in her heart. "Alright. How many of the cultists are 
there?" 


"Not a lot, but their dark arts are proving lethal against the knights," he said impassively. 


As they ventured through the palace, the walls echoed faint explosions and frantic battles. 
They came across several groups of Leila on their way, which Iklies struck down effortlessly 
without her having to lift a finger. 


Eventually, they turned into a hall leading to the throne room. Bodies of knights and cultists 
littered the floor, but a number of them were still engaged in battle, with Derrick among 
them. It looked like all the imperial wizards were dead. 


Derrick seemed mildly injured and battle-worn, but he held his own against his assailant, 
dodging magical blows. Though it looked as though all he could do was avoid attacks. 


‘Anyway...' 


Her gaze shifted to the open doors, which gave way to the magnificent chamber inside. Her 
destination was so close. She could just use the teleportation scroll now, but the magical 
wards were an obstacle. She had to be closer to the throne. 


One of the knights fell, and the cultist that killed him spotted her. "It's the fake goddess!" 


All heads in the battlefield turned in her direction, looks of murder and shock meeting her 
eyes. It was at that moment the person fighting Derrick turned their head. 


Yvonne. 


‘Not wearing your signature white robes today?' Penelope mentally chided, noting with cruel 
satisfaction the dark circles around the corpse's eyes. Her opponent looked exactly like a 
tired, cornered animal. 


"Kill her!" Yvonne screeched, and the cultists abandoned their respective enemies to charge 
towards Penelope. 


Iklies was in front of her in an instant, his sword just barely deflecting a magical blast, then 
he leaped forward to strike down the closest enemy. Her mind raced on what to do, but a 
blood-curdling scream from Yvonne drew her attention. 


Derrick's sword pierced out from her chest, and he pressed the hilt hard against her back as he 
yanked her hair back firmly in his other hand. 


"Protect Penelope!" he bellowed, as he struggled with Yvonne while she thrashed like a 
restrained beast. 


The knights, who were frozen in shock, snapped to action and attacked the Leila group from 
the other side, giving support to Iklies. 


"Useless scum!" Yvonne seethed, throwing her head back to hit Derrick right in the nose. It 
stunned him just enough for her to turn and grab him by the throat, lifting him up into the air. 
"Curse you and your devotion to her! It was supposed to be me!" 


The scene made it nearly impossible to navigate; every hostile had their sights set on 
Penelope, and everybody else worked to keep them at bay. It was impossible to move without 
risking injury. 


‘Damn it Yvonne, couldn't you have chosen a plan that didn't consume so much mana?' she 
thought impatiently, cursing that she couldn't just fight her way through. 


Portals opened near the Leila goddess, and out stepped several more members of the horde. 
Their robes were spattered with blood, as though summoned from other parts of the palace. 
Seemed like now that they'd found Penelope, all other assaults were irrelevant. 


Just as she thought they were severely outnumbered, Reynold appeared with an army of 
Eckart knights. 


"Brother!" she called out. 


Reynold's eyes widened when he spotted her. "Penelope!" 


With the sudden increase in numbers, their surroundings unfolded into a full-fledged war as 
her brother ran up to her. But before she could say anything, he swept her into a bone- 
crushing hug. The air was literally squeezed out of her. 


"You're safe, thank fucking goodness," he breathed in relief, and she squirmed until he put 
her down. "How did you--" 


"No time to talk," she interrupted, pointing towards Derrick on a chokehold. "She's going to 
snap his neck." 


Reynold's eyes flinched with horror, but it quickly melted into fury. Drawing his sword, he 
called a few knights to his side and rushed into the fray. 


She watched with trepidation as he swiftly cut through to the other side. '7 hope that monster 
doesn't kill him..." 


But before she could confirm that he reached the goddess, another voice boomed above the 
din behind her. 


"Princess!" 


She turned just in time to be swept into another strong hug. Only this one was desperately 
hopeful, as though Callisto would die if he didn't hold her as tightly as he did. She could 
smell his scent as he pressed her face into his chest, and for a split second, her erratic pulse 
slowed. 


Her heart felt full. 


Callisto pulled back, holding her shoulders firmly as he glanced over for wounds. Satisfied at 
finding none, he scowled. "Do you love torturing me? Every time I go looking for you, I miss 
you by mere minutes." 


Perhaps it was the adrenaline of danger, or the notion that she would never see him again 
after this day, but Penelope felt that Callisto was strangely more radiant than ever. If the sun 
was a person, it would be him. 


When she didn't reply, he arched his brow. "Did the Princess suddenly forget how to speak?" 


She blinked out of her reverie. "Your Highness. I need to get to the throne room." 


He pouted. "You're doing it again." 


"Doing what?" 


"Not a word of greeting, just straight away telling me your suicidal plans," he growled in 
frustration. "You just love hurting me, don't you?" 


Despite his usual sarcastic words, his face said it all, catching her off-guard. It had been a 
very long time since she saw vulnerability in his eyes, and the raw emotion in them gave her 
a wave of guilt. 


"I'm sorry," she sighed, looking at him tenderly as she placed a hand over his cheek. "There's 
nothing I can say except that." 


Ever so subtly, he leaned into her palm, and her heart wavered. "Luckily for you, I am 
generous at forgiving people." 


This sentence was accompanied by a smirk. 


She rolled her eyes as she pulled her hand away, but he snatched it before it got far. His face 
was scrunched in distaste as he examined it. 


"Why are you wearing this?" he asked disdainfully, pointing at the ruby ring. "I didn't know 
my future bride was already engaged." 


She grimaced. "That's..." 


He fiddled with the ruby. "It's so generic. What a disgrace the Crown Princess even has to 
look at such an item." 


His talk of marriage hurt her heart. She pulled her hand back, looking at him seriously. "Your 
Highness, I have to kill Yvonne, but I can't do that so easily. I need to get to the throne room.' 


His curious expression disappeared. "The last time I sent you to fight that monster alone, it 
took you away from me." 


"I won't be alone, I promise." 


He looked confused, but contemplated her request regardless. 


"I'll give you five minutes," he huffed. "If you don't finish whatever you plan to do by then, 
I'm getting you out of here." 


Tt's better than nothing,' she thought, squeezing his hand and offering a genuine smile. 
"Thank you." 


He averted his gaze just as a pink tint dusted his cheeks, and then she noticed Vinter standing 
behind them. He must've been there the whole time. 


Perfect. 


She sidestepped Callisto (much to his indignance) and grabbed the marquis' wrist. "Vinter, I 
need your help as well. When the time comes, you have to create a barrier to shield our allies 
from falling rubble." 


He looked stunned, but she didn't wait for a response. She turned to the Crown Prince. 
"Ready?" 


"For the Princess?" Callisto grinned, brandishing his sword. "Always." 


With the influx of knights, Iklies' killing spree, and Yvonne distracted by Reynold, it was 
child's play for Callisto to pave way to the throne room. The chamber itself was dirty with 
tell-tale signs of battle. 


Penelope rushed up to the throne, then turned back to Callisto. "In a few minutes, make sure 
you get back to Vinter." 


The prince furrowed his brows. "Just what is the Princess planning that will cause falling 
rubble? Don't tell me you were with the Leila all along to destroy the palace?" 


His tone was light enough for her to know it was a playful jab. She ignored it. "What matters 
is that Yvonne will be dead." 


He watched curiously as she dug into her belt pocket. "What is it, a strong explosion?" 


When he saw the teleportation scroll, his eyes widened. "Wait, Princess--" 


"I'm not leaving you in the middle of a fight," Penelope reassured, lightly touching his arm. 
He instantly calmed, though still apprehensive. 


"Just what..." 


"You'll see," she smiled. "I'll be back." 


With that, the love of his life disappeared in a burst of light. Callisto stared at the spot where 
she had been, his heart uneasy now that she was once again out of his sight. It drove him 
crazy that he couldn't ensure her safety at every second. 


But where did she go this time? 


Some of the Leila cultists caught up to him in the throne room, and he absent-mindedly killed 
his enemies as his thoughts pondered. Why did she have to come here before using the 
scroll? Once all his assailants were lifeless on the floor, he let out a deep sigh in wonder. 
Serves him right for loving such an unpredictable, brilliant lady. 


Suddenly, the entire palace shook violently. He was nearly thrown off his feet. 


He whipped his head towards the throne. 'What the...' 


Abruptly, realization hit him. 


The walls rumbled again, and this time Callisto stumbled as he ran towards the doors. So 
that's what his lover had planned. He wasn't sure whether to laugh or be afraid. ‘Crazy 
woman.’ 


How did she accomplish that? It mattered little, because his life was more important than his 
curiosity. 


The battlefield outside the chamber had paused, with everybody looking around in dread and 
confusion. Callisto was a short distance away from Vinter when the throne room cracked 
open, accompanied by a bone-chilling, otherworldly roar. 


And the dragon rose from the ground. 
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In all of her lives, Penelope had never been in the chamber where the dragon rested. Callisto 
had backtracked before she reached it during the first cycle, and she never came close after 
that. 


Looking at it now, the dragon’s golden scales glimmered majestically despite the darkness of 
the lair. Seeing the colour reminded her instantly of the Crown Prince, causing a pang of guilt 
to stab her heart. 


He was waiting for her out there, and yet here she was, carrying out a plan that would 
abandon him. 


“Ts something wrong?” Yvonne asked, her brow arched. 


Swallowing nervously as she pushed the thoughts out of her head, Penelope removed the 
broken hand mirror hanging from her belt. “It’s nothing. I was just surprised.” 


Unconvinced, Yvonne looked back at the sleeping dragon with a contemplative glint in her 
eyes. “Reminded of your prince?” 


Penelope froze, mentally cursing Yvonne’s acute observation skills. She closed her eyes and 
sighed irritatedly. “He’s not my anything.” 


When their eyes met, Yvonne’s expression was a strange mix of empathy and amusement. 
“There’s no shame in admitting fondness for somebody.” 


“Tt’s not that,” Penelope grumbled. “It’s just easier if I don’t think about it.” 


Surprisingly, Yvonne didn’t respond immediately, as she took a few moments to formulate a 
reply. “I understand. It’s better to avoid the feeling of attachment.” 


Penelope looked away, pained by how true those words resonated within her heart. She 
tightened her grip on the hand mirror and inhaled deeply, but before she could say further, 
Yvonne continued. 


“But there’s nothing wrong with being honest with yourself,” she said, meeting Penelope’s 
eyes earnestly. “You’ll need to accept those feelings if you truly want to be free.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Take me for example,” Yvonne shrugged. “What we’re about to do guarantees that I'll never 
see my family again, but I'll get my revenge, and that overpowers how much I miss them. If 
you want total freedom, you’ ll have to acknowledge that space in your heart reserved for His 
Highness.” 


Penelope frowned, feeling annoyed and apprehensive at how right the other woman was. She 
waved a dismissive hand to change the subject. “Let’s not waste time. Are you ready?” 


Yvonne glanced back at the creature with a wistful look on her face; simultaneously regretful 
and hopeful. There were several moments of silence before she spoke. “It’s strange to think 
that I’m about to get a new body.” 


The strange tone in her voice was hard to name, but Penelope understood the feeling 
immediately. “Are you alright with this?” 


Yvonne looked at her. “With what?’ 


“With... killing your original body.” 


She expected another few minutes of contemplation, but Yvonne surprised her by chuckling 
instead. “Let’s recall that using the dragon was my idea. It would be ridiculous if I hesitated 
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now. 


Penelope wanted to counter, but held her tongue at the last second. Seeing her discomfort, 
Yvonne gave her a reassuring smile. 


“You know, I’ve spent an eternity drowning in sorrow and hatred,” she said. “Hope 
abandoned me as time went by, so I believed I was alone, and that I’d never escape my cruel 
fate.” 


Penelope understood that lonely pain more than she would like to admit. 


“Now that we’re here, I don’t want to turn back,” Yvonne continued, gently holding her hand 
with an earnest and determined smile. “You’ve given me a chance. And that’s more than I 
could ever ask for.” 


Her eyes burned with hope; a far cry from the emptiness Penelope saw when they first met. 
She felt a strange ache in her chest as she wordlessly nodded and pulled away, unable to bear 
a look anymore. 


Yvonne turned to the dragon, voice cool and focused. “Alright, let’s do it.” 


Digging out the spellbook from her clothes, Penelope opened the page for soul transferral. 
The hand mirror glowed brightly as she lifted it up, the ancient language leaving her lips in 
the form of incantation and eventually concluding with a burst of light. 


By the time she reopened her eyes, Yvonne was no longer next to her. Penelope swallowed 
hard and stared at the dragon with trepidation, her heart whispering a silent prayer that 
everything went as planned. The dragon remained curled up like a statue, and it stayed this 
way for the next few minutes. 


‘Did... did it not work?’ 


Suddenly, the eye of the creature opened, almost giving her a heart attack. Its gigantic pupils 
dilated as it adjusted to the light, whereas its eyelids lazily blinked away aeons of slumber. 
The sight was almost as mesmerising as it was terrifying, and though she should be scared, 
the colour of its irises calmed her heart. 


Instead of red, they were icy blue. 


There weren’t many things in life that could render Callisto speechless, but seeing the 
dragon's outstretched wings easily break through the walls was one of them. Its surreal roar 
echoed deep within his bones, and for the first time since he was born, he knew what it meant 
to feel truly tiny. 


The entire battlefield was shaded by its massive shadow, scales glittering underneath the 
sunlight pouring in through the holes of the throne room. Every person stared up at the 
creature in awed horror, the collapsing palace a minor threat compared to the monster of 
legends towering above them. 


But his eyes were glued to the woman sitting on its head. 


“Penelope?” he murmured in bewilderment, unable to believe his eyes. His lover sat on the 
head of the golden dragon, looking down at the scene with an analytical gaze as the sun rays 
illuminated her hair. 


Like a dragon princess. Callisto chuckled in disbelief as he ran a hand through his hair. 
““She’s even crazier than I am...” 


Vinter, who was right next to him, followed the prince’s gaze. “The lady woke up the 
dragon... but how?” 


“T don’t know, but she surely didn’t use the Leila tribe souls,” Callisto responded. “That thing 
doesn’t look like it's in any pain.” 


He glanced across the room, back to where he last saw Yvonne scuffle with Reynold and 
Derrick. The brothers were concealed within a purple dome, similar to the one surrounding 
himself and the other pockets of knights scattered about the battlefield. 


The Leila goddess herself was protected by a few followers projecting a greenish barrier, and 
she too was looking up at the dragon. Only her expression was one of rage. 


““She’s desecrating the body of my tribe!” Yvonne screamed, shoving one of the cultists to 
bring down the shield. “Kill that bitch, but do not harm the dragon!” 


This emotional command was immediately obeyed as the remaining Leila followers disabled 
their barriers to rush towards the creature. Callisto turned to Vinter gravely. 


“Bring down the domes,” he ordered. 


“Your Highness, the palace is unstable,” Vinter said, wincing as he struggled to maintain the 
numerous shields. “The lady herself asked me to protect our allies.” 


Callisto glanced over his shoulder. Penelope hung tightly onto the dragon, seemingly 
shouting something at it as the dragon moved to avoid magical blasts, its tails and wings 
crashing into more pillars and walls. Rubble rained down from above, shattering as it collided 
against a dome surrounding a group of knights. The shield wavered, and Vinter gulped 
nervously. 


“It’s obvious you can’t do this for long,” Callisto reasoned, scowling at the marquis. “The 
cultists are focused on the dragon, and we’re just in the way. The best thing now is to 
evacuate the knights.” 


“B-But—” 


Suddenly, a blast of fire shot straight towards their dome. Vinter’s protest died in his throat as 
he clenched his jaw, fighting to maintain his magic’s integrity against the intense heat of the 
dragon’s fire. Callisto could only stare in trepidation as the red-hot flames cracked the shield 
like glass. 


Thankfully, before it could shatter completely, the rainfire stopped. Vinter exhaled as Callisto 
eyed Penelope, who was beating her palms futilely against the dragon’s head, scolding it with 
that familiar cute frown he had come to find endearing. 


“The dragon stopped only because the Princess told it to,” Callisto said seriously, looking 
back at Vinter with a hard gaze. “It was trying to kill the Leila, but it can’t do that with us in 
the way. So let’s not interfere with her plan.” 


Vinter nodded once, immediately dropping the shields. But it was that moment when several 
whip-like structures wrapped around the dragon’s left forelimb, and it roared deafeningly as 
several cultists pulled against the latches, forcing one leg against the ground. 


The dragon bellowed again as its upper body crashed to the floor, this time throwing 
Penelope off its head. She flew almost halfway across the room. 


"Penelope!" Reynold's voice shrieked over the commotion, helplessly watching from the 
comer where he supported Derrick with an arm over his shoulder. 


Panic soared in her chest, but she closed her eyes to brace for impact. '7 hope I don't land on 
something sharp...' 


True to her prayer, she landed on something soft. 


"Princess!" 


Her eyes flew open, meeting with Callisto's frantic expression. The momentum of her fall had 
made his body into a cushion, but it seemed that he wasn't pained in the slightest. Not with 
how concerned he was looking at her. 


"... Your Highness," she breathed, her heart still pounding, but this time because of his 
proximity. "I'm alright." 


His shoulders slumped and he wrapped his arms around her, burying his face into her neck as 
he sighed. "Thank goodness I caught you in time. At this rate, the future Emperor of the 
empire is bound to die of a heart attack." 


Though flustered from the warm breath on her neck, she gently tapped his shoulder. "A-Are 
you hurt?" 


"Yes." 


Penelope's jaw dropped. "Really? Where? I could--" 


He squeezed tighter, like trying to crawl his way inside her body. "My heart is." 


The crack in his voice was the only indication that there was more to his quip than just 
sarcasm. There was a hint of the same boy who lost his mother in youth and whose innocence 


was stolen by war. Unable to find the right words to respond to this fragility, Penelope slowly 
reached up to stroke his hair. 


The precious moment was broken when the dragon roared again, and this time it retaliated 
with a flick of its tail, successfully killing some of its attackers at the expense of decimating 
more infrastructure. Pillars shattered into blocks of concrete, flying across the chamber. 


Without Vinter's shields, Eckart knights mimicked Leila cultists in avoiding the rubble. 
Callisto carried Penelope bridal-style, and she yelped as he jumped just in time to avoid a 
large boulder crashing into the spot where they had once been. 


"It's too dangerous here," Callisto cursed as he landed gracefully, tightening his grip. "Let's 
go." 


"W-Wait! Go? Go where?!" 


He looked at her quizzically. "Princess, this whole place is falling apart. If the palace doesn't 
crush you, that dragon will. I already gave you five minutes, and you did what you had to do, 
right?" 


"But the dragon," Penelope protested, looking urgently at the creature, where the cultists had 
successfully latched another restraint on the dragon’s other limb, and forced it almost 
prostrate on the ground. "I can't leave it like that!" 


"That dragon can breathe fire ," Callisto grumbled. "Why are you so worried about it?" 


"But the others--" 


"I don't care about the others. What matters is that I'm taking you to safety." 


"It's not that easy!" she yelled in frustration, grabbing onto his collar. "The dragon won't use 
its fire as long as the Eckart knights are still scattered about! That means it's going to lose if I 
don't get everyone to evacuate!" 


"It's too late for that, let the beast make its choice when it gets cornered," he scowled, equally 
irritated. "We had an arrangement. You wanted to resurrect the dragon, didn't you? I gave you 
time for that, and--" 


"No, I want to kill Yvonne." 


Callisto paused. Penelope's eyes were hard with determination. 


"I'm not leaving until that thing is dead," she said. "That's something only the dragon can do, 
but now it needs my help. So please put me down, Your Highness." 


He swallowed, uncomfortable at the idea of letting her go, but even more uncomfortable at 
the thought of being an obstacle to her goal. But some part of him respected her relentless 
purposefulness; it was a reminder of what he lacked, before he came to love her. 


And now, she was his purpose. 


"I never thought I'd find someone crazier than me," he muttered, setting her down. "What's 
g g 
your plan?" 


The way she brightened made his heart feel lighter. "First, we have to evacuate the knights so 
the dragon can use its powers freely." 


"Alright, let's do that first," Callisto nodded, lifting Penelope up again. 


"Hey!" she said indignantly. "I thought--" 


"Relax," he sighed, scrunching his nose. "We're doing as you planned. You just run very 
slow." 


Penelope's protests halted, though she remained unconvinced at his reasoning. She suspected 
it was just an excuse to hold her close. 


Not that she minded much. 


The Leila cultists were too focused on the dragon to pay much attention to their enemies, thus 
Callisto made his way to Vinter, who was providing Derrick with a healing potion while 
Reynold watched on. 


"Is the Young Duke alright?" Callisto asked. 


Penelope felt mild embarrassment with how Reynold was glaring daggers at the prince, 
Derrick was looking at Callisto's arms around her distastefully, and Vinter was glancing at 
her with a wistful expression. 


"I'm alright," Derrick reassured as he used his brother as support to get to his feet, rubbing the 
hand-shaped bruises on his neck. 


"We have to evacuate the knights before any more of them get crushed," Penelope responded, 
looking at Reynold seriously. "The dragon is our only chance against the Leila, and it's not 
attacking unless all our allies are safe." 


"That's good, but... why would it wait for that?" Reynold frowned. “It’s just a dragon, right?” 


‘Damn it Reynold, why are you focusing on the wrong details? !' she cursed, mentally 
massaging her temples. "Does it matter?" 


With that, Derrick, Reynold and Vinter separated into different directions to engage with the 
knights littered throughout the battlefield. As more and more scurried for the exits, Callisto 
set Penelope down. 


"What's the second part of your plan?" he asked. 


"Yvonne's followers will sacrifice themselves to protect her, so we'll have to lure her away 
from her people," she explained. "And what she wants the most is me." 


"You mean use yourself as bait?" he questioned in disbelief. 


"There's no other way." 


"It's too dangerous," he protested, gripping her wrists tightly. "And there's no guarantee it will 
work. How are you so sure the dragon could kill her? What if she uses some kind of magic to 
deflect whatever you have planned?" 


Penelope gave him a soft smile. "I've thought of that. I have everything figured out, Your 
Highness." 


He pursed his lips, still apprehensive but he fully trusted that his lover was right. After all, 
since when had she ever been wrong? But there was one question that lingered at the back of 
his mind. 


"And afterwards... when this is over, what will happen? Will you go back to your real 
world?" 


Her smile faded as she recalled that the glitch had destroyed her chances of escaping the 
game. But she quickly shook her head and smiled again. 


"No. I'm not going back." 


His face brightened. "Really?" 


"Yes," she nodded, and though she wasn't lying, her heart wrenched painfully. "I'm not going 
back to the real world." 


"You promise?" 


"...I promise." 


But that doesn't mean I'll be with you. 


He pressed his lips against hers, and her heart broke as she closed her eyes to relish his 
warmth and love. She felt guilty. And though it wasn't a lie that she was going to stay in this 
world, she knew that she was deceiving him. 


It was several long moments before he broke the kiss, but as soon as he did, he wrapped her 
in his arms. 


"I love you, Penelope Eckart." 


She hugged him back as a painful pressure built behind her eyes. Thankfully, Reynold 
appeared before she had to reply. 


"Your Highness, those were the last of the knights," he reported, watching with a small frown 
as the prince disentangled from his sister. He coughed awkwardly. "Except the slave-knight. 
So now there's only the six of us here." 


Iklies stood behind Derrick and Vinter, glaring ominously at the Crown Prince. Penelope 
unwillingly remembered the ring on her finger, but continued to relay the plan of using her as 


bait. 


Despite protests from everybody, Penelope didn't wait for their approval. Once the plan was 
done being relayed, she turned to where the Leila horde was gathered. 


"Yvonne!" she shouted, and both the dragon and the goddess turned to look at her. "All 
clear!" 


Then, Penelope inhaled deeply and held her palms out, forming a barrier around her and the 
capture targets. Despite being half-tied up, the dragon began to spew fire. 


"M-My lady," Vinter said frantically as flames engulfed their view. "Be careful, the heat is 
extremely strong." 


She replied nothing, and above the crackling and snapping of flames, the men could clearly 
hear the ominous screams and yells of agony as the Leila were burned to ashes. Contrary to 
Vinter's magic, Penelope's shield remained perfectly intact. 


After an eternity of fire, the onslaught finally stopped. She waited a moment longer before 
disabling the shields and stepping out into the smog, away from her allies. 


With the walls destroyed, wind blew in easily, clearing most of the smog. "Yvonne!" she 
called out into the darkness. "Are you there?" 


Several tense moments of silence passed before she abruptly jumped out of the way, just in 
time to avoid a massive explosion. 


“You!” Yvonne shrieked as she emerged from the smoke, completely unscratched. “You 
ruined everything !” 


T knew it, some of her followers must have willingly died shielding her,’ Penelope surmised, 
dodging another deadly blast. ‘Now just follow me and come a little closer...’ 


From somewhere in the distance, she could hear the capture targets calling her name. 
Ignoring their cries, she inhaled deeply to clear her mind, whispering the words of a spell for 
counterattack. 


It was then the system window appeared. 
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Penelope couldn't believe her eyes. ‘7... J can go home?' 


Just a moment's distraction was all her enemy needed. 


When the blade entered her abdomen, Penelope didn’t even feel it. She instinctively held 
onto her opponent’s wrist, watching Yvonne’s maniacal expression as the sword pressed up to 
the hilt. Taking satisfaction in her victim’s stunned gaze, she whispered into Penelope's ear. 


“T told you that you’d always lose,” she hissed, a smirk playing on her face as she pulled 
away. But the dazed look on Penelope’s face was no longer there. 


It was unnervingly empty. 


“‘You’re the one who has lost,” she replied, and though her voice was small and hoarse, her 
daunting words sent chills down Yvonne’s spine. A small click brought her attention to their 
hands, where a bracelet had just been clipped onto Yvonne’s wrist. 


Immediately, the magic rushing through her veins shut down. Her stomach dropped as she 
stared at the jewellery uncomprehendingly. “W-What?” 


But before she could even process what had happened, a pair of strong arms wrenched her 
back. She thrashed against Derrick’s hold around her shoulders, panic rising in her chest as 
her magic refused to cooperate, leaving her with the strength of an ordinary human girl. 


It felt as though she never had any magic to begin with. 


Derrick lifted her off the ground as she struggled, pinning her arms back. “Let go of me!” she 
yelled, flailing uselessly against his vice grip. 


Callisto was there when she was forcefully turned to face him, and his red eyes were 
emotionless as he lifted the hilt of his sword and hit her hard on her temple. Yvonne’s vision 
blurred as the sharp pain cracked her skull, causing the scream to die in her throat. 


Stunned from the blow, she fell limp as Derrick abruptly released his hold, only for another 
pair of arms to catch her body. The mana she sensed from this person indicated that it was 
Iklies, but he was not gentle as he dragged her listless form away towards the middle of the 
throne room. 


Through the pain and hazy vision, Yvonne saw Penelope surrounded by all the capture 
targets. Reynold held a cloth against her bleeding abdomen as Vinter’s hands glowed to heal 
her. Derrick stared on with apprehension as Callisto kneeled by her side, clutching her hand 
tightly, whispering a silent prayer against her palm. 


It was obvious that Penelope was very, very loved. 


Iklies reached his destination and let go of her arm, and she ungracefully crashed to the floor 
like a sack of potatoes, too dazed to catch herself. He quickly rushed back to the small crowd 
around Penelope without sparing another glance, leaving the other woman to her fate. 


Yvonne stared up at the sky, which looked completely white from the warm sunlight. But 
then a dark shadow befell her. 


The dread sobered her up as she came eye-to-eye with the blue irises of the golden dragon. Its 
pupils dilated as it studied her limp body on the ground, and several tense moments passed 
before she realised, with horror, that she had seen those eyes before. 


They used to belong to a scared little girl. 


““Y-You?” she whispered, and for the first time in her life, the Leila goddess felt true fear. 
“No. No, this isn’t right...” 


She couldn’t move, frozen with denial as the dragon lowered its head, its snout drawing as 
close as possible to her body. This was supposed to be the vessel of her people, so why was it 
on Penelope’s side? Why did everybody abandon her, when it was all supposed to be hers? 


Why did it always have to be that bitch? 


It wasn’t until the dragon opened its jaw did she realise that she was about to die. 


“No!” she screamed, but her body was sluggish when she tried to sit up, and she could only 
watch as the inside of the creature’s mouth began to glow red. “No!” 


Then fire blanketed the throne room. 


Chapter End Notes 


And so the real Yvonne finally gets her revenge, and I'd say getting a dragon for a body 
is a pretty cool upgrade! 


Negl I felt sad writing the scenes with Callisto. I tried focusing on him a bit more in this 
chapter, and I hope I did the pairing justice. All you shippers have been very patient with 
waiting for me to stop torturing the poor man :') 


I think this story is two to three chapters away from ending. I can't believe I'm going to 
finish a whole fic in under three months. All thanks to you guys, of course!!! Do leave 
kudos and/or a comment, and stay safe my loves. 


calculated choice 


Chapter Notes 


Happy New Year everyone! <3 As I write this, it's been exactly two months since I 
posted the first chapter of this fic. Anyway, I had a bit of a struggle writing this chapter, 
mainly due to attempts at capturing the emotions without over-explaining. So be 
warned, this one's a bit of a rollercoaster. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The shield Penelope projected was the only thing protecting their small group from 
vaporization, remaining intact despite her weak state. It was a testament to the power of 
ancient wizards flowing in her veins. 


Even after the onslaught of flames stopped, she maintained the barrier, breathing heavily as 
the wound on her abdomen closed underneath Vinter’s healing glow. 


“My lady,” he breathed in relief, searching her face. “Are you alright?” 


She clenched her jaw as her hand in the air wavered. “There isn't any pain, but..." 


“Master is pushing herself too hard,” Iklies observed, his cold look shifting to Reynold, who 
was cradling her. ““We need to leave once she drops the shields." 


“Who gave you the right to issue orders?” her brother snarled. 


“The slave is right,” Derrick said coolly, gesturing to the black fog surrounding their dome. 
“Unless we want her to suffocate on the smoke.” 


Despite her laboured breathing and fight for consciousness, Penelope could still hear every 
word of their bickering. It was only worsening her headache. 


“T agree with the Young Duke; this smog would be too much for her,” Callisto said, stepping 
forward towards his bride. “Give her to me.” 


Reynold held her closer to himself with a scowl. “Forgive me, Your Highness, but I’ll be 
carrying my own sister.” 


“She is my future wife,” Callisto arched his brow. “And she didn’t have any problems with 
me carrying her earlier.” 


Before Reynold could retort, a strong gust of wind abruptly cleared the chamber of smoke, 
replacing their scenery of darkness with one of the half-collapsed palace. Standing before 
their dome was the dragon; one flap of its outstretched wings had successfully removed the 
thick smog from the throne room. 


At that moment, Penelope finally dropped the shields. 


Now fully exposed, Iklies’ first instinct was to draw his sword, but the dragon only tilted its 
head. Next to him, Callisto also brandished his weapon, though not as tense and wary as the 
other man. 


She struggled to sit up, her voice coarse and raw. "Don't attack it, it's a friend." 


The dragon's docile reaction enticed an amused smirk onto Callisto's lips. "The Princess 
couldn't get along with the other noble ladies, and so you made a mythical creature your 
companion instead?" 


Reynold, who was helping her up, stifled a snicker at the Crown Prince's quip, and this only 
deepened her unimpressed frown. But some part of her was mildly amused at his affectionate 
jab. 


It was some time before she felt steady enough to let go of Reynold's arm and begin walking 
towards the dragon, but barely another step was taken when she stumbled. 


Callisto reacted faster than Iklies, catching her before she could fall. 


He arched a triumphant brow at the slave-knight before turning to her. “It's only by miracles 
that you’ve managed to stay out of trouble for so long without me.” 


‘Now that I think about it, I've never actually not been in trouble.’ 


Carefully avoiding Iklies' glare, she gave Callisto a grateful smile as she leaned into his 
support to approach the dragon. Upon eye contact, it gestured to its side. A small distance 
away were the charred remains of the goddess; though the shape of her body remained, its 
flesh was blackened and burnt, threatening to crumble at the slightest disturbance. 


The sight only meant one thing: the Leila had finally been eradicated. 


Such a declaration felt surreal to her. 


Her gaze met the dragon's once more as the realisation began to truly sink in. All those 
deaths, all that suffering of her past lives, and all that grovelling in the dirt, having no choice 
but to beg and submit her way to salvation. No more. 


It was over. 


Her heart just couldn't believe it. 


Sudden light-headedness forced her to lean more weight into Callisto's support as she licked 
her paper-dry lips, looking up at the dragon earnestly. "...thank you." 


The creature's gaze softened as it brought its head a little closer. ‘No, thank you ,' Yvonne 
responded, her voice clear and crisp in the other woman's head. 'You're the one who did all 
this, Penelope. You earned your victory.' 


Next to her, Callisto shifted nervously at the beast's proximity, understandable given that 
Yvonne's telepathic communication was reserved only for Penelope. As a gesture of 
reassurance, his lover squeezed his hand before turning once again to the dragon. 


"What will you do now?" she asked. "I have to admit, living as the subject of legends doesn't 
sound so awful." 


Yvonne laughed, the sound sweet and melodious in her mind, though it was comical 
compared to the dragon's inability of facial expression. Its eyes did shine with mirth, 
however. 


Tt definitely does feel good, but I don't think I'll ever get used to having a tail,’ she responded, 
her voice laced with amusement, before her aura turned more wistful. ‘No, no. I'll be going 
back to the Mirror of Truth.’ 


The revelation floored Penelope. "What? Are you sure?" she sputtered, stepping forward in 
haste, Callisto being the only reason she didn't clumsily fall over. "But why?" 


‘Besides the fact that I have no desire living in a borrowed vessel, it just wouldn't be practical 
to maintain my soul in a non-human body,' Yvonne replied, melancholic, as the dragon 
glanced at the burnt corpse. 'And I have nowhere to go back to, except the Mirror.' 


For some reason, Penelope hesitated. Why did Yvonne going back to the Mirror of Truth 
make her uneasy? She couldn't quite name how, but doing so made it seem like all their effort 
had been for nothing. 


Sensing her discomfort, the dragon looked at her gently. 


'You need not worry, my grudges have been settled,’ Yvonne said. 'T'm at peace now. There's 
nothing else we can do.' 


"It's not about that," Penelope frowned, swallowing nervously as she searched for the right 
words. "Just... don't you want to stay?" 


‘Of course I do, but I made a choice to achieve revenge at the expense of my body,' Yvonne 
replied, almost soothingly. ‘t's not everything I wanted, but I'm content. Truly. We just can't 
have everything, now can we?! 


Penelope stared up at the dragon apprehensively, searching its impassive features as though a 
different answer would emerge. Why, though? Why can't they just have everything? 


Yvonne hummed thoughtfully. ‘But before I go, I need you to do me another favour.' 


The dragon gestured behind her, and Penelope glanced over her shoulder, spotting Reynold 
and Derrick watching their exchange with confused wariness. It took a few moments as 
Callisto held her arm to steady herself as she turned towards the Eckart men. 


"The... dragon has something to tell you." 


"W-What?" Reynold exclaimed indignantly. "You can talk to that thing?!" 


Ignoring her brother's outburst, she steeled herself to meet their eyes. "She says it's important 
for you to know that she never once blamed anyone except the Leila for what happened to 
her." 


Reynold froze, inhaling sharply. Beside him, Derrick's perplexed frown deepened as he 
narrowed his eyes. "Who... are you talking about?" 


Penelope looked at Derrick, her eyes hard. "Who else could it be? It's the same person who 
wants you to know that she's sorry she broke that mirror you bought for her." 


The abrupt realisation struck him so hard that he momentarily lost his footing, and would 
have fallen if Vinter had not offered an arm. His stoicism broke away completely, revealing a 
vulnerability she had never seen before. 


"Yvonne? But... how? When?" 


And though Penelope disliked him, seeing the fragility of his eyes upon the thought of his 
real sister made her feel pity. She didn't respond, only maintained his uncomprehending gaze. 
Slowly, all of the men lifted their gazes to the dragon which towered behind her, staring back 
at them expectantly. 


Recognition clicked in them at the same time. 


"No fucking way," Reynold cursed, but it was impossible not to recognize those eyes which 
mirrored his own. "She's... that's..." 


As the men stared up at the creature in awed shock, Penelope cleared her throat and gestured 
to the burnt body. "She also says that she's sorry for choosing... this, instead of finding a way 
to return to you." 


It took a brief pause for them to realise what that meant. 


"Wait, are you implying she can't return?" Derrick stammered, his gaze growing more 
desperate as he looked between her and the dragon. "That can't be true. There has to be a 
solution. She’s already here, isn’t she?" 


The dragon's gaze softened as silence answered his queries. He looked back at Reynold, then 
at Vinter. "There has to be some way, right?" 


As the marquis went on to gently explain how the loss of Yvonne's body complicated her 
soul's ability to return, many footsteps and voices filled the air. Its source was the army of 
imperial guards, led into the half-destroyed palace by the Duke. Penelope accidentally met 
his gaze, and immediately his cautious expression melted into one of relief. 


As the royal army fanned out to assess the situation, he made his way towards her, like she 
was the only person in the chamber. "Penelope!" 


But Reynold caught him before he could get close. "Father!" he exclaimed, frantically 
pointing at the dragon. "You won't believe this, but that thing... it's Yvonne." 


The Duke looked at his son. "W-What?" 


"Her real soul is possessing its body," Reynold gushed, looking back at the creature with the 
same vulnerability Derrick had. "Look closely. Can you see it?" 


For some reason, seeing her father and her brother look at the dragon with such hope and 
fragility stabbed Penelope in the heart. It hurt. It hurt to see how much they yearned for the 
real Eckart princess; the same lady she had failed to replace. 


But this was how it was meant to be. 


'Oh, Father,' Yvonne sighed wistfully. 'Your grief for losing me drove you to make some very 
bad mistakes...' 


Penelope swallowed the pain in her chest as she met the Duke's gaze. "Yvonne says that she 
loves and misses you the most, Father. And that there was never one moment where she 
never thought about you." 


He only stared back wordlessly, though she didn't miss the tears that were brimming in his 
eyes. 


It was then the dragon suddenly slumped to the floor. Callisto lifted his cape to shield her as 
it did so, and by the time the dust settled, Yvonne's translucent apparition was in front of her. 
The creature itself looked dead, its scales a dull version of what they were a moment ago. 


And by her soul's feet were some golden fangs. 


"There's another reason why I couldn't stay in the body of the dragon," she said, gesturing to 
the item. "Somehow, I feel like you need this. An instinct is telling me that it’s necessary for 
an important matter of yours." 


Though Penelope knew the fangs were part of the system reward, she couldn't hide her 
surprise. "You're giving up the dragon's body just because I need this?" 


Yvonne shrugged with a lopsided smile. "Like I said, that's not the only reason. Don't get 
ahead of yourself." 


Though feigning nonchalance, it was obvious she knew how heavy her gesture meant. The 
gaze they exchanged spoke a thousand unspoken words. 


Speechless, Penelope bent down to pick up the golden fangs, which emitted a holy glow. 
Beside her, Callisto marvelled at it. "You needed those back then, and you finally have them." 


Penelope frowned. ‘But at what cost?’ 
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She stared at the system window blankly, a whirlwind of emotions storming in her heart. She 
finally achieved what she once thought was no longer an option, so why was she feeling 
everything except relief? 


Then her eyes focused on Yvonne's face behind the screen. 


"You're about to go, aren't you?" she asked with a smile. "As am I, but before I leave, there is 
something I must confess to you, too." 


She reached out to touch the other woman's cheek, the pressure cool and faint. "When we 
first met, my hatred had simmered to cynical neutrality. I really didn't know what to expect 
from a person who had been taken in to replace me... but after all that's happened, I want you 
to know that I am proud to consider you my family." 


Penelope's eyes flinched as that last word resonated in her head. Family? The unconditional, 
untainted love that her mother had given her; the type that was free of bad experiences and 
deep grudges. It had all been forgotten. 


But was this what it felt like? 


"I hope you remember that you are loved more than you know, and if not by everyone around 
you, then by me," Yvonne smiled, her blue eyes full of tenderness as she drew her hand back. 
"Goodbye, sister." 


Unlike the first time, the title was now used with sincerity. 


Penelope clenched her jaw, the ache in her chest becoming almost unbearable. Even in 
victory, why did it have to turn out like this? 


Why did people like her and Yvonne have to sacrifice something in order to win? 


The system window flickered. 


Callisto nearly tripped over his own feet when Penelope abruptly began to walk, pulling him 
along as her crutch. He regained balance and glanced at her with a frown. 


"Hey, where are you going?" he groused, but kept pace with her nonetheless. "Give me a 
warning the next time you want to move." 


But she did not reply, only stared ahead determinedly as she stepped over dead bodies and 
rubble. Finally, when she was close enough, she pressed the fangs against the charred remains 
of the goddess. 


The burst that followed filled the chamber with blinding light, eliciting panicked responses 
from all parties. Her name was called out by several people, but their voices were quickly 
drowned away. Not that she paid any heed to those. She focused all her energy on 
channelling her mana. 


Callisto's arms wrapped around her as he used his body as a shield, the exploding magical 
energy nearly throwing them off their feet. But she remained determined to finish her spell. 


For just one life, she didn't want to live with even a single regret. 
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Finally, after what felt like a long time, the intensity faded and the air calmed. Everyone 
gingerly opened their eyes, their vision slowly readjusting to the scene. And there, lying on 
the floor, was the perfectly restored body of Yvonne Eckart. 


The silence that filled the chamber was mixed with confusion and wariness. But Penelope 
paid them no mind and simply waited for Yvonne to open her eyes. 


And she did. 


"Penelope?" she muttered, her voice tiny as she squinted against the bright sun, sitting up. 
"What..." 


Callisto was so stunned that he didn't react when Penelope broke away from him to kneel by 
Yvonne's side and take her hand. And though there was no sound from the spectators, the 
tense air had shifted from one of apprehension, to one of disbelief. But Penelope didn't need 
to focus on that for now. 


"I don't understand," Yvonne frowned, confused and guilty as she searched the other woman's 
eyes. "Didn't you need those fangs for your freedom? Why did you do that?" 


Penelope glanced around. The system window had disappeared, just as she expected. But for 
some reason, its absence didn't worry her as it used to. 


In fact, she only felt relief. 


"Just like you, I have a feeling I wouldn't have a place to return to even if I did break free'," 
she said, recalling the dying body of Cha Siyeon, and the overworked lifestyle she used to 
lead. "Why should I go, if everything I ever wanted is available here?" 


Yvonne glanced at the capture targets from the corner of her eyes. "But here... you aren't 
completely free. Why did you give up that chance for me?" 


"Well, I have a hunch that things are going to be easier with you physically present," 
Penelope remarked, arching a brow. "You're not the only reason, so don't get ahead of 
yourself." 


Upon hearing this quip, they shared a knowing smile, one that made her heart feel strangely 
lighter as they got to their feet. Then a fragile voice interrupted their moment. 


".,.Penelope?" 


They both turned to the source. The Duke stood a small distance away, and though he said a 
different name, his glassy eyes were staring at another person. 


"Father..." Yvonne whispered, her eyes brightening as she returned his gaze. 


His real daughter, who looked perfectly healthy and as beautiful as she was always meant to 
be. The way he looked at her with such open vulnerability strangely made Penelope feel a 


sharp pang. 


‘But this is how it's supposed to be.' 


Taking a deep breath, she took a step forward, still holding onto her sister’s hand, and 
mustering as much confidence as she could into her voice. "Father, I've brought Yvonne 
back." 


Her voice snapped him out of his trance, shifting his gaze to hers. 


She gave him a hollow smile. "Your real daughter is finally home." 


She expected him to immediately break down into tears. She expected he would rush to 
embrace Yvonne as soon as he could. He looked as though he would do so at any second. 


Instead, he only stared at her with his brows furrowed. 


The moments of silence that followed somehow frustrated her. 'Why is he making that face? 
Does he think I'm lying about--' 


This train of thought halted when he wrapped his arms around her. 


She froze up, stunned, and it took a second for her to realise that his other arm was wrapped 
around Yvonne. He was holding the two of them close to his chest; so close that she could 
hear his heartbeat in her ear. 


"You're right, Penelope," he murmured, and it was obvious from his voice that he was crying. 
"You're very right. My daughters are finally home. Both of them." 


He tightened his hold, his shoulders shaking as he sobbed into her hair. Penelope was 
speechless as Yvonne squeezed back, crying into her father's arms; the tears of a lost little girl 
who finally found her way home. 


The Eckart princess, who was loved by all. 


Penelope stood there, her mind and heart warring on the next decision. This was it: the 
perfect opportunity, where everyone was too in shock to stop her. All she had to do was reach 
for the spell book and teleport her way out of the palace, towards the grand freedom she had 
risked her life for. The guaranteed freedom she had wanted so badly was finally within 

reach. 


She should be excited. Yet her heart felt heavy. 


Just push away her father and take out the spell book. It was a simple action to do. But she 
didn't. 


Instead, she hugged him back. 
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Underneath the shade of a leafy tree, Penelope watched as Emmet grazed in the lush green 
field of the estate. The wind blew softly, enticing her to reach for the array of sweet desserts 
assorted before her on the picnic blanket. Next to her, Yvonne popped a sweet tart into her 
mouth. 


"Do you really have to take him with you?" Yvonne sighed, staring at the horse wistfully. 
"He's done enough travelling already. You should take another steed." 


"I haven't made up my mind about it yet," Penelope said, annoyed as she side-eyed her sister. 
"And why are you so set on him? Get your own damn horse." 


“T thought it was normal for sisters to share things?” Yvonne grinned cheekily. 


Penelope arched an unimpressed brow. “That only counts if the other party is consenting.” 


Yvonne huffed and pouted, helping herself to another treat. “Alright. Then when will you tell 
me your verdict? It’s been seven days since what happened at the palace. Aren’t you going to 
break it to Father that you’re not staying?” 


Penelope dragged her gaze back to the view. “I will tell him, just not now. I still have some 
things to figure out.” 


“You better tell him soon, because it’s obvious that he’s expecting you to say something 
about leaving.” 


“Really?” 


“Yeah! I know he’s been busy dealing with the imperial investigation, but on the times I do 
get to see him...” Yvonne trailed off, her expression turning into sympathy. “I can tell that the 
aftermath isn’t the only thing keeping him up at night.” 


“Then why hasn’t he called for me?” Penelope frowned in confusion. 


Yvonne furrowed her brows. “Is that even a question?” 


Penelope fiddled with the edge of her dress. It never occurred to her that the Duke was 
expecting her to leave. She assumed he remained stupidly optimistic that things would go the 
way he wished them to, but he surprisingly knew better now. 


And it made her feel strangely guilty that he was sacrificing his peace of mind to avoid 
pressuring her. 


“By the way, what are those things that you have to ‘figure out’?” Yvonne asked in between 
chews, breaking the contemplative silence. “Aren’t you going to share your concerns with 
me?” 


“Don’t eat with your mouth full,’ Penelope reprimanded. “You’re a noble.” 


Yvonne rolled her eyes. “So what? Don’t change the subject. There’s a hole in your plan 
that’s preventing you from leaving, and you can’t figure out how to solve it. What is it?” 


Penelope didn’t respond, but only looked at her sceptically. Suddenly, Yvonne’s eyes turned 
mischievous as a devilish smile played on her lips. 


“Oh, I see... you’re nervous about meeting the Crown Prince! Or should I say, the Emperor?” 
she cooed teasingly, leaning well into her sister’s personal space. “What an exciting story to 
tell my future nephew or niece. About how their father was made the Emperor, because the 
former one had to abdicate his throne amid public pressure for the empire’s ‘misunderstood 
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saviour’. 


Penelope couldn’t help the endearing chuckle that escaped her lips at the thought of the 
empire’s people cheering for Callisto. He was probably annoyed and bewildered by all the 
sudden adoration. 


But she knew that was all deserved. 


Despite it only being a week since they last met, she received several letters from him 
detailing the preparations for his coronation. He was the only one of the capture targets who 
she contacted with after the Sun Palace’s destruction, probably because everybody else was 
too busy keeping prying eyes away from her and Yvonne. 


Though the sisters were the topic of the empire, nobody outside the duchy had laid eyes on 
them. Especially not when so fiercely protected by the men in their lives. 


It had been a very peaceful seven days. 


“Speaking of a nephew or niece...” Yvonne sang, eyeing the other slyly. “When can I expect 
one? Next year, perhaps?” 


This time, Penelope’s face tinted a deep shade of red as she swatted her sister. “Excuse me?! 
Don’t be ridiculous!” 


Yvonne burst into a fit of laughter, one that lasted for some time before she could catch her 
breath and compose herself. “Didn’t you arrange to meet with His Highness for dinner at the 
greenhouse the day after tomorrow? Anything is possible at this point.” 


Penelope groaned and looked away, pushing the indecent thoughts out of her head. It was 
strange to think of Callisto in such a way, despite her already being far past the point of being 
embarrassed of such acts. Was it because of the way her heart raced at the thought of him, 
specifically? 


Yvonne tapped on her shoulder. “Moving on to more important matters, can you tell me 
what’s stopping you from leaving?” 


It was several moments before Penelope recovered from her embarrassment. She gestured to 
the ruby ring on her finger. “It’s only this thing, really. I already have a plan on how to deal 
with the others if necessary, but Iklies... is a tricky subject.” 


“Doesn’t the spell book have anything on how to undo the latching spell?” Yvonne asked, 
inspecting the jewel closely. “But I don’t see magic traces anymore, though.” 


“Yeah, I already undid the spell,” Penelope said, sliding the ring off easily and placing it in 
the other’s palm. “The problem is that I can’t just remove it. I need to deal with Iklies in a 
way that won’t make him look for me.” 


She had no doubt he would cross any line to own her. 


“T was so ready to help you undo the latching spell,” Yvonne pouted as she fiddled with the 
ruby, before turning more serious. “Anyway, we could ask Vinter for ideas on how to deal 
with your slave-knight.” 


“T’d rather not depend on him for anything,” Penelope grimaced briefly, before arching a 
suspicious brow. “Wait... you’re on a first-name basis with the marquis now?” 


Yvonne paused, her cheeks flushing. “W-Well, it would be strange to call him ‘Marquis 
Berdandi’ every time I see him for classes, right?” 


A small grin broke out on Penelope’s face. “I bet you’re happy your body retained the Leila’s 
powers, huh?” 


“It was expected since living in the Mirror for so long gave me an affinity for magic,” 
Yvonne huffed defensively. “And he was the one who insisted on teaching me. Father was 
supportive because what better mentor than the recently-appointed head of the Imperial 
Wizards, right?” 


Penelope chuckled. “The fact that he’s such a handsome gentleman is just an added bonus?” 


Yvonne cried out and swatted at her sister, who simply laughed harder. "I have no interest in a 
man who's still hung up with a broken heart!" 


"Yes, but I'm sure your presence will help him heal faster..." 


"Hey ! " 


It was several minutes before the mirth died down. 


“Anyway, let’s get serious,” Yvonne announced, folding her arms. “I have a pretty good idea 
about how you can deal with your slave-knight.” 


Yvonne's idea was as unconventional as expected. And though she initially had doubts, by the 
time discussions were done, Penelope’s heart felt much lighter. 


The first person who deserved to know about her departure was undoubtedly the Duke. 
Regardless of his reaction, once informed, she’d feel less guilty about leaving the duchy. 


Pennel held the doors open as she stepped into the Duke's office. Her father was seated at his 
desk, face scrunched in concentration as he skimmed through the paperwork. It was tiring to 
be in the centre of attention: from his involvement in saving the former Emperor, to his close 
relationship with the future one, and the return of both his daughters. 


The last time she entered this room, he only had a harsh glare and severe warning to greet her 
with. But this time, the moment he lifted his eyes to meet hers, the stressed lines in his face 
smoothed out. 


"Penelope," he smiled gently, rising from his seat. "It's good to see you. Is everything 
alright?" 


It was then she noticed a figure standing on the side of the room. Reynold was looking at her 
with a raised brow and several books in hand, probably in the middle of helping their father 
sort through some technicalities. 


‘Crap, I wasn t expecting him to be here,’ she cursed, frowning slightly. ‘Tt should still be 
alright, though... maybe it’s easier this way. He might behave himself at my farewell much 
better with Father around.’ 


Noticing her serious demeanour paired with the way she glanced at Reynold, the Duke 
looked slightly concerned. "I can only assume you’re here to discuss something. Would you 
like him to leave the room?” 


“No, that won’t be necessary,” she said politely, stepping further into the room as she met her 
father’s gaze. 


He looked afraid. Suddenly, the straightforward words she had mentally rehearsed died at the 
tip of her tongue, and her voice came out hesitant. "Father, I... we have to talk." 


He took a deep breath, nodding solemnly as he gestured to the settee. “Very well. Please sit 
down.” 


As she took a seat, with him taking place opposite her, the plan formulated the day prior ran 
through her mind once more. There were no second thoughts— nothing would change her 
mind from leaving. But why did her heart feel so heavy? 


Was it because of the fragile way he looked at her? 


Reynold moved to stand behind the sofa, looking at his sister with an uncomfortable 
tenseness furrowing his brows. Unlike their father, he seemed perplexed as to why the 
atmosphere had turned sombre. 


She inhaled deeply and opened her mouth to speak, but the Duke spoke before she could. 


"I know what you're about to say," he said, gazing at her gently. "You're going to go, aren't 
you?" 


She pursed her lips, her heart wrenching at the sight of his pained smile. Behind him, 
Reynold flinched in shock. 


“Wait, what are you saying?” he sputtered, looking at the other man with an expression of 
disbelief. “Don’t say such things so lightly, Father!” 


“Do you think those words are easy for me to say?” the Duke questioned sternly, effectively 
shutting his son down. “She’s my daughter. I may not know her very well, but I know she 
won’t be happy staying here.” 


Reynold opened and closed his mouth as if to counter, but gulped down his words instead. He 
turned to his sister, his eyes searching her face as though begging her to refute their father’s 
words. 


While one reaction was of denial, the other was of acceptance, and both of them equally hurt 
her heart. 


The Duke huffed out a mirthless laugh. “Honesty, I’m glad. My worst fear was you leaving in 
the middle of the night without informing anybody... without saying goodbye. And I 
wouldn’t blame you if you did. You have every reason to, and nobody is capable of stopping 
you." 


Reynold gripped hard onto the back of the sofa. “Father!” 


The last thing she needed was for him to be furious at the Duke for having a reaction so 
opposite to his. She held up a placating hand, and Reynold eased off warily. 


"You're right that vanishing was easy for me," she said, meeting the Duke’s eyes 
unwaveringly. "And I chose not to. But you have to know that I didn’t do that for you, Father. 
I did it for myself." 


He swallowed nervously as she continued, "Because disappearing without a trace is simply 
escape, and I don’t want that. I want freedom... and true freedom requires closure." 


When she looked into his eyes, she expected a frantic emotion that would hint at protest or 
hesitation. But somehow, her heart ached when all she saw was unconditional acceptance. 


No questions. No specific rules. Just his transparent support, despite the sad smile. “I 
understand.” 


The same could not be said for Reynold. “W-Wait, closure? You can’t just cut us off!” 


She looked at him, assessing the panic on his face. Was she actually cutting ties completely, 
though? That was a question only time could truly answer, because her current mixed 
feelings were of no help to make her decision. 


“Just what about this place are you still unsatisfied with?” he continued, his brows furrowing 
with frustration. “I can’t believe you even want to leave after everything that’s happened. Tell 
me what’s bothering you, and I’Il take care of it.” 


“It’s not anything to do with this estate,” she sighed quietly. 


“Then? Tell me and I’I turn it upside down for what makes you unhappy,” he said, clenching 
his hands into fists. “Or at least let me follow you. It’s too dangerous out there!” 


The Duke looked at him cautiously. “Reynold...” 


“No, I won’t stand for it!” he yelled with a scowl, before turning to his sister. “Why are you 
going?” 


She stared at him coolly. “And why do I always have to come up with a good reason for 
everything I do?” 


He snapped his jaw shut, caught off guard by her icy words, and glanced away. She couldn’t 
help but sigh. 


“You need to understand that the things you remember were only from one life, of many,” she 
explained, bitterly and unwillingly recalling the cycles. “There are many old wounds that can 
only be solved by putting some distance between us.” 


That revelation finally made him quiet. His shocked anger dissipated into heavy guilt as 
several moments of silence persisted. Finally, he cleared his throat. 


“T... I didn’t mean to come across as belittling you,” he said, voice strangely small. “I’m... 
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SOITY. 


She didn’t respond. The atmosphere remained tense until the Duke awkwardly began digging 
into his coat pocket. 


"Since I was hoping you would come and talk to me soon, I had this prepared for you," he 
said, placing the round object on the table between them and pushing it towards her. It was 
the Eckart crest. 


He looked at her almost hopefully. "There is not one person in this empire who doesn't know 
the symbol of our family, and we’ve never been so supported by the commoners as we are 
now. I believe carrying this with you will prove useful in some way. Please take it; you have 
every right to." 


She stared at the adorned rose brooch, feeling strangely out of place the longer she looked at 
it. Though it was supposed to represent a unit of family that she belonged to, she couldn’t 
identify a personal connection. 


Finally, she met his eyes. “I don’t need it.” 


He flinched, obviously having expected a different answer. "But..." 


"I’ve been made an Imperial Wizard, remember?" she reminded, smiling ever so slightly. 
"And I’m sure the seal of the Imperial Palace will be more than enough, if it ever comes to a 
situation where I might need it." 


He was speechless for several moments, then meekly looked down. "Yes, I suppose you're 
right." 


His blatant disappointment suddenly gave her a stab of guilt, and her absent smile turned 
reassuring as she leaned forward to catch his gaze. 


"But... I appreciate the thought, Father." 


Upon receiving her kind gesture, a more vulnerable look entered his eyes. "I just... want you 
to have something that will remind you that you are an Eckart. No matter what others say, 
you will always be a part of our family." 


"...you have to understand that it'll be a while before I can convince myself of that." 


For those words, he had no answer. Silence lapsed for some time before she finally stood up. 


“T’ll be leaving the day after tomorrow, at sunrise,” she informed, looking from brother to 
father earnestly. “Farewell, then.” 


The Duke reached out a hand. "Wait." 


"yes?" 


Her father pursed his lips. "Will you write to us?" 


She contemplated for some moments, the frown becoming more apparent on her face. "I 
believe no contact is the best course of action, so... maybe not. Even if I do write, it will only 
be for Yvonne." 


For just a moment, his face crumbled with disappointment, but then he inhaled deeply and 
squared his shoulders, donning a faint smile. "As long as I have some indication that you're 
alright, then... I'll be fine. I can bear this feeling." 


Again, he sacrificed a part of his happiness in exchange for hers, and she felt a little guilty. 
Maybe she was being too harsh, but this wasn't a matter of what he deserved. This was about 
her. 


She turned and stepped towards the exit. Just before she could push the doors open, Reynold 
called out her name. By the time she faced him, he was already an arm’s length away from 
her. 


“Be careful,” he said, his eyes serious and honest. “And... here.” 


He held out a hand, and she stared at it for several seconds before she realised what the 
gesture meant. A hint of a smile graced her lips as she accepted, and he covered her hands 
with his as he gave her a firm shake. 


“Good luck on your travels,” he grinned. “Though I bet Ill have more interesting stories to 
tell by the time you return.” 


This time she couldn’t help but chuckle. To an outsider, shaking hands with a noblewoman 
was certainly strange, but this was Reynold’s way of acknowledgment. 


Not a lowlife, not a replacement. But an equal, at last. 


He gave her a smile, though she could tell it was forced. His usual boisterous features 
dampened when paired with that sorrowful look that was impossible to hide. 


“Goodbye, brother,” she said, and he abruptly turned away in an effort to conceal his glassy 
eyes. 


She watched his back fondly as he shuffled back to his spot behind the Duke’s sofa, 
aggressively rubbing his eyes along the way. But then her gaze met her father’s. He licked his 
lips nervously, obviously having something more to say. 


"It was impulsive of me to bring you here all those years ago,” he said, eyes regretful and 
determined at the same time. “But know that my love for you, even before Yvonne's return, 1s 
not love for a replacement. It's love for you, Penelope, as my daughter." 


Her hand tightened on the handle, the ache of her heart clenching once more as she wondered 
what to say. Several seconds passed before she decided not to respond. 


Pressing her lips together as she pushed the doors open, it was hard not to look back when 
she walked through them. This was the last time she would ever step into this office for a 
long time. 


If only wounds could be healed with just a few conversations, but things weren’t that simple. 
Those words were very long overdue, and now, once received, it would take a long time to 
accept, too. 


But she'll always keep what he said close to her heart. 


In an effort to calm herself, she consciously cleared her mind and thought of nothing until she 
reached her bedroom. There, seated on the sofa with a book in hand, was Yvonne, who 
brightened when the other woman walked in. 


“Did it go alright?” she asked excitedly. 


“It went better than I predicted.” 


Yvonne gave her a supportive grin. “I thought as much. Now all that’s left is for you to break 
the news to Emily that she’ll be my full-time personal maid after you leave.” 


Penelope grimaced, imagining the mess of tears Emily would undoubtedly turn into, 
especially given how much she distrusted Yvonne in the first life. But before Penelope could 
respond, a strange chirping sound from the corner of the room caught her attention. 


She glanced quizzically at the birdcage situated near her open window. “What is that?” 


“Oh, that... one of the servants brought it here right after you went to meet Father,” Yvonne 
informed, following her gaze. “Emily felt sorry for it, so she put it a little closer to the 
sunlight before leaving to prepare lunch.” 


Penelope clenched her jaw, slightly uneasy at the sight of that familiar exotic bird. It had been 
a long time since she saw it, but the way its feathers disturbingly reflected her hair never 
ceased to unsettle her. She pulled away from Yvonne and took a step towards the cage. 


“Did the servants say who it was from?” she asked, and it was that moment the door burst 
open. Both women turned towards it in surprise. 


It was Derrick, breathing heavily as though he had rushed from the office to her room. 


“Penelope Eckart,” he hissed, voice hoarse and dripping with venom. “Some ridiculous 
information was just relayed to me. I assumed it was another one of Reynold’s foolish 
pranks. Just what are you thinking?” 


Yvonne froze, her expression a mix of bewilderment and fear, probably surprised at seeing 
her beloved older brother acting in such a way. Penelope, however, was unfazed. She was not 
scared to hold his glare. 


“Father already gave me his permission,” she replied, arching her brow in challenge. “I don’t 
see the problem.” 


“Father is too soft when it comes to you,” he dismissed, brows furrowing in frustration. “You 
carry our family name with you wherever you go. Why do you persist in being so selfish?” 


She glanced at Yvonne from the corner of her eyes, then turned around. Knowing his furious 
glare was concentrated on her, she walked across the room towards the bird cage. 


"Be careful with your words," she warned, though didn't spare him a glance as she gingerly 
touched the bird's metal prison. "You wouldn't want your real sister to see such an unsightly 


side of you, would you?" 


His gaze flickered to the other woman, as though just noticing that she was there. But his 
glower did not falter for a moment. "Yvonne. Leave." 


Yvonne flinched at his harsh tone that she was not used to receiving. Penelope’s look of 
indifference turned into one of displeasure. 


"Don't be so unkind to her," she reprimanded, steadily meeting his cold gaze. "Isn't she the 
one person you've always been wanting to see all these years?" 


Her words seemingly didn't register in his head. "Don’t change the subject. What makes you 
think you can indulge in your delusions of leaving the estate?" 


She arched her brow. "Why not?" 


"It’s simply unacceptable," he responded through gritted teeth, a warning undertone in his 
words. "What will people say when they find out that the Eckarts allowed the lady of the 
house to wander the lands like some vagrant?" 


“The lady of the house?” she repeated incredulously, tearing her gaze away from the poor 
bird to look at him. “What’s gotten into you? The real lady of the house is standing over 
there.” 


When she gestured to Yvonne, this only served to deepen his anger. He didn't even spare his 
sister a glance as he stepped closer to Penelope. 


"Mind your words," he seethed. "Yvonne has only recently returned, and she has much to 
learn.” 


All those years ignoring her, and now she was suddenly more important that the woman she 
failed to replace? Penelope scowled. “And so? Once I leave, she will have plenty of 
opportunities to catch up.” 


His eyes darkened. “You are the lady of the house. And so long as I am capable, I will ensure 
you remain one whether you like it or not." 


His threat sounded strange, and though she couldn’t quite put a finger on it, it set off warning 
bells in her head. Nearby, Yvonne's grimace of discomfort was evident. It was obvious the 
calm and caring brother she adored had a more possessive side that she had never seen 
before. 


"Young master,” Penelope said coolly, with just enough threat in her firm tone. “I am not just 
some woman waiting to inherit a family name." 


His brows furrowed deeper; the only indication that her words were making him lose 
composure. 


She turned towards the birdcage. "I am my own person, and quite literally nobody can take 
that away from me. That includes you." 


Metal clinked in the air as she unlatched the cage door. His severe glare morphed into 
confusion, eyes wide with a mix of fury and... fear. 


“Penelope,” he warned, gaze glued to her hands. “Don’t you dare.” 


With her face carefully devoid of emotion, she released the bird. It flew out the window as 
quickly as it could, as though relieved to finally be able to spread its wings without any fear 
of constraint. 


When she turned to face Derrick, his face was pale, but this quickly morphed into anger. 
“You...” 


Before he could come closer, Yvonne yanked him back by the arm. She almost flinched when 
his murderous glare shifted to her, but she didn’t loosen her vice grip. 


"Brother, get a hold of yourself,” she cautioned, managing a firm scowl. “I'd like to think 
Father taught you better than to let emotions cloud your judgement.” 


His glare faltered ever so slightly, giving way to hesitation, before he unwillingly relaxed 
under her hold. She soothingly squeezed his hand as tense silence settled for a few moments. 
However, from the look on his face, it was apparent that conflict warred in his heart on which 
woman he prioritised more. 


This made Penelope uncomfortable in a way that was different from the way the Duke and 
Reynold made her feel. But she refused to spare him another thought. In the grand scheme of 
things, Derrick was irrelevant. 


And she had made it very clear on where their relationship stood. 


Penelope turned her back on him. “My maid will be returning soon, and I’d like to tell her 
news of my departure in private. Please leave, young master.” 


And though she couldn't see his face, she could almost sense his inner conflict melting into a 
state of panic, as though it was finally dawning on him that she had blocked every possible 
way for him to remain close to her. 


"Wait," he stammered, hastily stepping forward. "Penelope." 


Yvonne squeezed his arm again. "Brother. She asked us to leave." 


He looked at her, eyes trembling with an unidentifiable, vulnerable emotion. For a moment, 
Penelope feared he would not listen to Yvonne, but much to her relief, he eventually gave in 


with a deep inhale. 


He still has a soft spot for his sister after all,' Penelope thought, looking out at the scenery as 
Yvonne guided her brother towards the entrance. 'l’m glad she was here when he barged in.' 


When the door clicked open, Penelope remembered something and called out for her sister. 


"Remember to meet me back here tomorrow evening," she reminded, to which Yvonne only 
responded with a smile and nod. 


The other two stepped out, and right before Yvonne shut the doors, Penelope accidentally met 
Derrick's gaze. He was looking at her so regretfully. It was then she recognized the emotion 
lingering in his eyes. 


Longing. 


The entrance closed with a resounding, ominous thud. She steadily breathed out, realising 
with stunned trepidation on what Derrick had felt for her this entire time. The information 
made her skin crawl. 


It was a relief beyond words that she would never see him again for a long time. 


Pushing the disturbing realisation out of her head, her thoughts shifted to her words to 
Yvonne earlier. Her sister's presence was vital for the final part of her closure. Tomorrow, 
before her dinner with Callisto, she would have to confront her slave-knight. 


She couldn't wait to take care of those last loose ends. 
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Though news of Penelope's sudden departure was shocking, the servants found little time to 
gossip in the bustle of preparation for dinner. Trepidation for the twilight visit from the Sun 
of the Empire was sufficient to temporarily halt the rumours of her leaving, and that was 
exactly what she had planned for. 


Walking through the garden path, Penelope grimaced when she noticed that the hem of her 
dress snagged up a few fallen leaves. 


Bunching the fabric into her hands and giving them a good shake wasn’t so hard, but it was 
irritating nonetheless. She continued her journey through the garden with better caution as to 
not allow any more dead leaves to hitch a ride on her gown. 


She had to look her best. It was soon going to be her first dinner with Callisto, after all. 


Her heart did a little backflip in her chest at the thought of it, and she suppressed an annoyed 
frown at her own excitement. Why did she feel like a teenager excited for her first date? 


‘Maybe because it technically is my first date,’ she thought amusedly, smiling despite herself. 


How long had it been since she was last dolled up like this? And even then, she was never 
dressed as grand as she was now. 


But before that, she had things to settle first. 


It was almost sunset, and while Emily prepared tea and dessert in a different part of the lush 
estate, Penelope set off to find her sister, who had failed to appear in her room as promised. 


‘She must have forgotten the time while training with Vinter,’ she assumed, mentally rolling 
her eyes as she turned a corner towards the secluded area where Yvonne usually had her 
lessons. T wouldnt be surprised, given how much of a dumb crush she has on him...’ 


This train of thought halted when the only person standing in the area was the marquis. 


Lost in thought as he caressed the mantle of his staff, and without a coat or mask, Vinter 
looked as though the burden of the world had been lifted from his shoulders. His relaxed 
posture suggested freedom from the weight of his previous responsibility, and his eyes were 
now filled with another form of subtle emotion. 


Peace. 


Before she could retreat, he looked up and saw her standing there. Immediately, he 
straightened himself, eyes widening. 


“My lady?” 


She almost winced at the hopefulness in his tone. 


“Marquis Berdandi,” she greeted with a small smile, bowing slightly in an effort to hide how 
hastily she was trying to escape. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude. I was just looking for my 
sister.” 


“No, you... never intrude, my lady,” he reassured, the brief lull in his sentence serving as 
proof for his slightly caught off-guard by her radiance. He cleared his throat, blushing 
slightly as he looked away. “L-Lady Yvonne actually left to go and see you.” 


It seemed they were both searching for each other, then. Penelope turned away. “If that’s the 
case, I’ll be going--” 


“Wait!” 


She paused, arching her brow at him. Embarrassed by his outburst, Vinter averted his eyes 
again. “I think Lady Yvonne will return after seeing that you're absent from your quarters. It 
might be better to wait for her here.” 


He had a point, but that didn't make the situation any less uncomfortable. With a quiet sigh, 
she gave in and turned back to face him, carefully avoiding looking at his face, partly because 
of the strange, heavy feeling she got every time their gazes met. 


Awkward silence lapsed for several moments before he broke it. 


“You look very beautiful,” he complimented, voice tinged in genuine adoration as he gave 
her a gentle smile. “You and His Highness the Crown Prince make a fine pair.” 


The genuineness of his kind comment failed to hide the hurt within. And though she bore no 
attraction for him, it made her uncomfortable nonetheless. 


"Thank you, Marquis Berdandi." 


He pursed his lips, his hand uneasily adjusting its grip on the staff. "You don’t have to use 
formalities with me, my lady. You know that." 


She mentally frowned, remembering the time she accidentally referred to him so casually 
during the battle at the palace. But something in the way he gave official permission 
somehow revealed how much that he actually wanted her to use his first name. 


"I don't think it's very appropriate," she said truthfully, looking away. 


There was a slight pause before he took a step forward, his voice subtly pleading. "Lady 
Yvonne refers to me as such. You deserve the same privilege, if not more." 


‘Yikes, I'm glad she isn't around to hear that,' Penelope thought, inwardly grimacing as she 
wondered what to do with this man, who so obviously drew a line between himself and other 
women. 


It wasn't part of her plan to even meet with Vinter before she left, because she had reached 
the conclusion that his own feelings were his to sort. But it was impossible to ignore the 
unease of her heart, especially after seeing the longing in his eyes. 


She took a deep breath and steadily met his gaze. "I'm... leaving the duchy tomorrow." 


It took some time before the information sunk in. 


"W-What?" he paled. 


"I've thought about what happened between us, Vinter,” she explained, partly frustrated at the 
wistfulness in her voice. “You don't deserve any form of gratitude for what you did to me, but 
that doesn't discount your part in finally ending things, so that makes our relationship a very 
complicated one." 


He stared at her, confusion and shock melting away to heartbreak with each word. It was the 
second time she had seen this expression, only this time it looked different; like realisation 
that there really was no hope of ever reconciling. 


Unable to bear the fragile gaze, she looked away. "I didn't plan on telling you about my 
departure at all, but although I don't know what we are to each other, you deserve to know 
that, at least." 


Heavy silence settled between them. 


He swallowed hard, looking as though he was finally understanding the world crumbling 
around him. After what seemed like an eternity, he finally gathered himself and inhaled 
deeply. 


"Thank you for informing me," he said, meeting her eyes. “I respect any choice you make, 
my lady. You are undoubtedly much wiser of being the head of Imperial Wizards than I am.” 


She took a deep breath, maintaining a neutral expression despite the strange feeling in her 
chest at his words. Wise. 


Nobody had ever called her that before. 


He drew closer, fiddling with his sleeve. "Seeing as how we don't have much time..." 


Stopping an arm’s length away, a tiny cufflink sat on the palm of his outstretched hand. The 
gem of glinting ornament was blue, like his eyes. 


Like the ones she once gave him. 


"It's not adequate, but please accept this as a parting gift," he said, his smile gentle yet sad. 
"With this, no matter where you go, help will never be far." 


Thoughts of the cufflinks’ origins and sentimental value vanished the moment he offered it. 
The magic traces were undeniable, and she hardened her jaw in discomfort, wondering why 
he would give her a teleportation beacon: an unspoken showcase of his willingness to aid her. 


Though she admitted to actively putting distance between them, why did he persist, 
shamelessly offering his help to her as though he had nothing else to care for? The cufflink 
itself somehow seemed like a metaphor for his imperfect love, that he just couldn't seem to 
let go of. 


Perhaps he still assumed circumstance was their only barrier. That just wouldn’t do. She had 
to reject his feelings, once and for all. 


"T don't need it." 


His firm smile wavered, but she kept her eyes focused elsewhere to lessen the unpleasant 
feeling in her chest, as he slowly lowered his hand and took several steps back. An air of 
dejection hung between, casting an awkward moment that leaned more towards regretfulness. 


It was so unfortunate that things with him were so complicated. But it wasn't a fault of either 
of them. 


It was just fate. 


"I understand what you feel for me," she said, still keeping her gaze on the trees dancing in 
the wind. "And you have to understand that it's... never going to happen." 


For some time, the only sound between them was the chirping of birds hidden in the trees. 


Finally, he exhaled. "You... said earlier that you didn't know what we are. Well, I'd like to 
consider us as friends." 


She pursed her lips, not knowing what to respond. And so she didn't. 


Her silence wrenched his heart further, and a sadness deeper than heartbreak flickered over 
his handsome features. 


She sighed quietly. "If there's one thing I know, Vinter, is that time will heal everything." 


He looked at her, eyes glassy with a thousand unspoken words. 


Thankfully, it was that moment that Yvonne turned up. "There you are!" she groaned on 
approach. "Note to self: next time I'm late, I'll just send a servant to inform you." 


Penelope smiled, one obviously forced. Yvonne immediately picked up on the tense 
atmosphere between the other two. 


She clapped her hands together. "Well, at least I've found you now!" she exclaimed 
cheerfully, sidling up to the marquis with a bright smile. "I'll wrap things up here with Vinter 
and see you at the gazebo, okay, sister?" 


Grateful for Yvonne's discretion, Penelope nodded. "Right. I'll see you there." 


She turned and began to leave. 


"Wait, my lady." 


She paused and glanced over her shoulder. Vinter hesitated for a moment. 


"You said that time heals everything," he said carefully. "Has it... has it worked for you?" 


She thought about it for a moment. 


"I'm just about to try it starting tomorrow, so I can't give you a confirmed answer," she 
replied with a small shrug. "Though, I think healing can be greatly aided by the right... 
companionship." 


Very briefly, she glanced at Yvonne, who stood behind him. He looked at the other Eckart 
princess over his shoulder, and when the two made eye contact, Yvonne's face flushed a deep 
shade of pink. 


"W-Wait!" she stammered. "My sister is just--- well, you know how she is--" 


Vinter's gaze softened as Yvonne rambled on, and Penelope quickly took her leave. 


The sweet aroma of her still-steaming drink tickled her nose as she sat at the little round 
table. The tea served in the gazebo of this secluded area was simply a set up for the encounter 
bound to unfold. 


It had been awhile since she last saw Iklies. His large contribution to the battlefield earned 
him the curiosity of the previous emperor, which involved him in the imperial investigation 
for more than just formalities. He was a very busy knight, indeed. 


And with all the current fuss about Callisto, he must be infuriated. 


Which was exactly what she needed. If everything went as planned, his jealous rage could be 
manipulated in a way that would favour her. 


Or so Yvonne said. 


The sky was tinted multiple hues of orange, casting long rays over the garden. She eventually 
gave in to the aroma of tea and took a tiny sip, and as soon as she set the cup down, Iklies 


rounded the corner into view. 


The moment she saw him, chills ran down her spine. Though he was without a tainted sword 
this time, the red sunset painted him as though bathed in blood. 


His empty expression contrasted his eyes, which were a turmoil of simmering rage. His aura 
now was almost suffocating. 


Rushed with anxiousness, she brushed a thumb over the red ruby on her finger. 'Calm, now...' 


He stopped several steps away, his gaze trailing down her body in a mix of appreciation, 
jealousy and lust. Dressed in a lavish gown and adorned with sparkling jewels, her attire was 
befitting for dinner with an emperor. 


And they both knew it. 


Her skin crawled as though physically detecting his unwanted scrutiny, but she remained 
silent, allowing him to drink in the sight of her; allowing him to debate on whether to savour 
her beauty, or be angry that it was meant for someone else. 


She needed him to be conflicted. 


Finally, after a long while, his eyes lowered to the ground. "You called for me, Master." 


How quickly he switched to the meek facade of a loyal knight. She tilted her head ever so 
slightly. "I did." 


Silence hung in the air between them as she paid attention to his eyes, noting the frustration 
within. He kept his gaze focused on her shoes. 


"What have you been doing since we last met?" she questioned. 


He was quiet for several heartbeats. 


"It's strange for you to ask such a question," he said, brazenly meeting her gaze. "Why didn't 
you just ask your servants as you usually do?" 


A surge of irritation rose in her chest at this underhanded comment, but she quickly shut it 
down. The purpose of his jab was to elicit a reaction out of her; a ploy to convince himself 
that he had sway over her emotions. 


She couldn't let him have that. 


So she pointed to the ground. "Kneel." 


The iciness of her sudden command startled him, indicated by the surprise that crossed his 
face for a brief second. But this moment of hesitation was exactly what she needed. 


"I said kneel ," she spat. "Don't make me use the ring." 


He immediately lowered himself onto both knees. Now that he was the one looking up at her, 
she stared down at him coldly, barely suppressing disgust at the sparkle in his eyes. 


Excitement. 


It took all of her focus to hold back an appalled shiver. Instead, she maintained her silent 
glare. 


"You're right, I could have simply asked the butler what you've been doing," she said, 
narrowing her eyes menacingly. "But I chose to hear it from you. Now answer me." 


Ikhes didn't immediately respond, but it wasn't out of spite-- it was out of awe. The last time 
he had seen this side of her was during the first cycle, and oh, how he adored it. 


Yvonne was right that he actually missed being a slave. 


"I... was involved in the imperial investigation for a few days," he finally replied, his voice a 
little rougher than before. "But whenever I could, I spent my days training. As you once 
commanded me to." 


‘Countless lives ago, sure,' she frowned, looking at him for several long moments before 
arching her brow. 


"And?" 


He swallowed, but never looked away as he hesitated. She scowled. 


"And what ?" 


"And... I have been waiting for you, Master." 


Jackpot. 


"That's right," she said, standing up, and he strained his neck to keep his eyes on her face. 
Her expression was emotionless and cold. "There isn't one moment where you aren't thinking 
of me, is there?" 


He shook his head fervently. "No, I always... think of you." 


There it was: obsession in his eyes, evident in the way his gaze followed her fingers caressing 
the ruby, as though she was caressing his cheek. He looked as though he was under a spell. 


It was scary how easily Yvonne had him all figured out. 


She placed her foot on his shoulder, and he jolted; from shock or from pleasure, she didn't 
know. She pressed down just hard enough to force him onto his heels. 


"M-Master?" 


She levelled a steady gaze. "What are you, Iklies?" 


His eyes were unwavering on hers. "...yours." 


His whispered reply trembled with anticipation. She leaned forward and traced a finger along 
his slave collar, noting the way his eyelids fluttered, as though he had been starved for her 
touch. She felt repulsed. 


Just bear with it a little longer, Penelope...' 


"That's right," she said firmly. "You are nothing, but mine. Do you understand that?" 


He didn't reply, but she didn't need him to. It was evident in his eyes, and though she couldn't 
decipher it during that first cycle, she understood what that look meant now. 


Whether it was him owning her, or the other way around, he saw it all the same. There was 
nothing more he desired than to belong . 


And for her own freedom, she had to give him exactly what he wanted. 


She grinded her foot onto his shoulder, listening to the leather crunch underneath her heel. He 
held his breath, almost relishing the pressure. 


"There is never a thing I wish that you can refuse, Iklies," she grabbed his chin, ignoring his 
sharp intake of breath as she angled his face painfully upwards. "Because I am capable of 
punishing you, in more ways than you know. Isn't that right?" 


"Y-Yes," he whispered, slightly breathless. 


She narrowed her eyes, then abruptly released her hold. Iklies nearly collapsed in the process. 
She took a few steps back and folded her arms. 


"If that's the case, then you will understand this." 


Footsteps grabbed their attention. Yvonne smiled as she strided to her sister's side. 


"Hi there," she greeted, smiling ever so sweetly at the slave on his knees, who stared back at 
her uncomprehendingly. 


"Do you know who this is?" Penelope asked him. 


His confused look stuck for half a second before he hastily dropped his gaze, slightly alarmed 
as though trying to figure out exactly what was off. "Yes." 


"And who is it?" 


"...Lady Yvonne." 


"Good," Penelope said, eyeing him carefully. "You're aware of her magical abilities, too?" 


He tensed ever so slightly. "Yes. They are similar to your own." 


"That's right." 


She slid the ring off her finger, and Iklies' jerked forward in shock. "Master!" 


"Stay on your knees ," she growled, tightening the grip on the jewel, and his protests died in 
his throat. 


Reluctantly, he lowered himself back onto his heels, eyes glued to the ring, fleeting with 
several emotions. But there was one emotion she had never seen from him before. 


Fear. 


‘He must be afraid that I'd throw it away.’ 


Seeing his reluctant obedience borne out of anxiousness, she hummed. "You can be good, 
after all." 


He clenched his jaw at her belittling tone, and she reached out to touch his cheek. "I have 
power over you, and we both know the presence of the jewel doesn't change that. Or does it?" 


Though soothed by her touch, the panicked look in his eyes was unmistakable as he remained 
silent, conflicted about the answer. 


No matter what he said, it wouldn't work out in his favour, and they both knew it. 


She hardened her jaw. "Well, Iklies? Are you saying the lack of a ring makes me have less 
power over you?" 


"No!" he cried out, pleadingly. "I never said that." 


"Then? You're saying your loyalty to me is dictated by a slave collar and ring?" 


He stared at her, eyes wide with distress, knowing full well about the trap he had fallen into, 
and powerless to stop it. 


"I am a wizard under the Imperial Palace, and the last one descended from the Ancient 
Wizards," she said, straightening as she delicately examined the ring. "You don't know what I 
am capable of." 


She turned and held out the jewel to Yvonne, who graciously accepted it. As soon as the ring 
exchanged hands, he could no longer stay obedient. 


"Master!" 


He tried to get to his feet, but thorns from the ground wrapped around his wrists and ankles, 
forcing him back against the ground. 


"You can't--!" he grunted through gritted teeth, thrashing as the thorns buried into his skin, 
and Penelope couldn't tell if his desperation was tinged with begging or anger. 


She only stared at him impassively. 


"What you need to understand, Iklies, is that this ring is nothing," she said slowly, allowing 
every word to sink in. "Whether it's on my hand, or Yvonne's... the person with power over 
you will always be me. Isn't that right?" 


He stiffened, breathing heavily, eyes wide with conflict and reluctance. He knew there was no 
right answer for him to say. 


Yvonne slipped the ring onto her finger, which was a perfect fit. Penelope smiled as she held 
her sister's hand, examining the jewel, then turned to him. 


"Yvonne will be reclaiming her rightful spot in the duchy," Penelope said. "And thus, she is 
an extension of myself. Considering that you are my knight, it is now your responsibility to 
protect her." 


"Master!" he pulled against his restraints, drawing blood. 


Irritated by his vehement denial, she roughly grabbed his chin, effectively freezing him as she 
brought her face close to his. 


"No matter where I am, and no matter where you hide, I will always be able to see you, 
Ikhes," she hissed, voice dripping venom. "You will never be able to escape from me." 


Some of the fight in his limbs faded as he trembled. "I... I never want to escape you, Master." 


"Good, because I don't plan on allowing that ever happening," she threatened, strengthening 
her grip. "Yvonne and I share a bond you will never comprehend; one that goes beyond what 
you think is possible. As such, if anything were to happen to her, I will immediately let you 


go." 


Upon hearing this notion, she could almost see his heart drop. 


Good. 


"I will always be aware of what you are doing, Iklies. Remember that." 


His eyes were torn. He had spent so long desperately searching for a way to own her, and 
now that she had laid possession over him instead, he was afraid to lose that. Even if her 
claim was not the type he had intended. 


She let go of his chin and pulled away. "Refer to her as Lady Yvonne. Never call her 
‘master’, because you only have one master, Iklies. And that's me." 


This time, he didn’t protest. He stared up at her without a word. 


Penelope hated it. She didn't want to be a slave owner, but even she had consequences to bear 
for the sake of her freedom. And giving Iklies a real master was a small price to pay. 


"Prove your worth and keep my sister safe," she said with an air of finality, turning around. 
"Don't disappoint me." 


With that, she left. 


Disquieted and at a loss for words, Iklies looked at Yvonne, who only smiled sweetly back at 
him, but something dark in her eyes made him shudder. It was obvious she had a purpose for 
him already; it was eerily similar to Penelope. 


And yet, her pastel features blanched in comparison to the fierce colours of his mistress. 
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She had never been inside the glass house after sunset before. The moon was fully visible in 
the cloudless sky, casting white light over the greenery. For some reason, the beauty of flora 
was ethereal in the night; so still and perfect, it almost felt like time stopped just for her. 


The silence of her thoughts was interrupted by a gentle click as the glasshouse doors opened, 
followed by confident steady footsteps that left no hesitation as to who they belonged to. She 
stood up, almost too hastily, just as Callisto rounded the corner. 


Her heart leapt to her throat. It was a crime for anyone to be so handsome. 


Dressed in dark clothes with gold accents, he looked like royalty to an evil kingdom she 
vaguely remembered from fantasy novels, especially when paired with the crimson earrings 
that matched his eyes. She wondered if they had healing value, or if they were simply there as 
a reference to the ones she once gifted him. 


Either way, he was breathtaking. 


She lowered her head in an elegant curtsy. “I greet His Highness, the Crown Prince.” 


His shoes came into view as she waited for a response to straighten up, but instead a gloved 
finger on her chin almost made her flinch. He gently nudged her out of her bowed stance and 
pushed her face up to meet his eyes, which were warm with an emotion that almost made her 
flush. 


“You don’t have to be so stiff with me, when it was you who so brazenly invited a busy 
member of the royal family for dinner as though I was simply a neighbour,” he replied, 
smirking smugly. “But if you insist, then I greet Her Majesty, the future Empress.” 


There was a flutter in her chest. “I... didn’t mean to take up your time if you were so 
occupied with other things.” 


He chuckled, brushing his thumb over the corner of her lips. “If you really are so apologetic, 
you should allow me to kiss you.” 


It was that moment she could finally identify the look hidden behind his eyes: desire. The 
smouldering flame of his affection and fondness was tinged with a more primal emotion, 
though not overpowered. She had never seen such an intense gaze from him in this aspect. 
Somehow, it made her even more shy. 


“Well?” he hummed teasingly, arching his brow. “Will you?” 


“Will I what?” 


“Allow me to kiss you?” he repeated, the amusement on his face amplifying. “Am I so 
handsome that you’ve forgotten what I said mere moments ago?” 


Tf only he knew the answer to that,’ she thought, glancing at his lips for a moment before 
meeting his eyes. “Yes, if you wish.” 


He blinked, surprised. “...are you serious?” 


His reaction embarrassed her; why did he respond like that? Now it looked as though she was 
the one being too eager. “O-Of course!” she huffed, scowling as she pulled away from his 
delicate grasp. “I wouldn’t say yes if I didn’t mean it.” 


There were a few seconds of silence as she fumed in embarrassment while turning away from 
him, but he gently cradled her cheek to make her face him again. His expression was a mix of 
apologetic and the verge of laughter. 


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” he said, stifling a chuckle, and she noted the 
faint blush on his cheeks as he brought his face a little closer. “I just wasn’t expecting a yes.” 


She closed her eyes when warm breath caressed her skin, but instead of feeling pressure on 
her lips, he pressed a kiss just below her cheekbone. Their gazes met as he pulled back, 
somehow his face a shade deeper than before. 


It was her turn to blink at him, and he frowned. “Why are you looking at me like that? Are 
you disappointed?” 


‘He says that to tease me, but he’s just covering up his own shyness,’ she thought, finding his 
uncharacteristic bashfulness very endearing. “‘Not at all. I appreciate that you asked me first. 
It was very nice.” 


Some of his embarrassment faded as he huffed in pride. “I don’t have to be so impulsive now 
that I know you are mine,” he said, “‘and receiving confirmation that you, too, desire a kiss 
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She couldn’t help but suppress a giggle as he trailed off awkwardly, obviously unaccustomed 
to talking about such things. 


He cleared his throat and eyed the table laid out with lavish foods. It was filled with her 
favourite dishes, with just enough portions for two, paired with some wine to wash it down, 
and melon sherbet for dessert. 


“This is very modest,” he commented, but nothing about his tone was disapproving. “I am 
too used to wasteful feasts with blinding lights and excessive grandeur.” 


“T wanted our dinner to be private... and intimate,” she replied, almost shyly. “I specifically 
chose the menu tonight, based on my favourites.” 


Even with the obvious joy in his eyes, he feigned an unimpressed look. “How pretentious of 
you, to invite the future Emperor, and then serve dinner according entirely to your own 
preferences.” 


Despite his words, he pulled back a chair and indicated for her to sit down. She couldn’t help 
but chuckle as she took her seat, glimpsing up at him as he adjusted the chair suitably. “TI 
simply wanted to share the things I like with you, Your Highness.” 


It was apparent he was already making a mental list of the dishes in his head. He smirked as 
he took his place across from her. “An acceptable answer, so Ill let it pass just this once.” 


As he settled, a brief quietness passed as they studied each other in admiration. She cleared 
her throat before a blush could emerge. 


“There won’t be anyone around to serve us, so... please help yourself,” she said, smiling 
sheepishly as she added some dishes to her plate. "I specified to the servants that our time 
must not be disturbed for any reason." 


He arched an amused brow before moving to do the same. “How very sly of you," he teased 
cheekily. "What strange lengths you go to in order to be alone with me.” 


It was a lie to say that being truly alone with him didn't set butterflies in her stomach. She did 
it for a specific reason, but it made her a little excited nonetheless. 


And from the look on his face, he felt the same. 


They spent the entirety of their dinner conversing about the coronation. The ceremony was a 
long way from being completely prepared, given the recent chaos, but even when he 
complained of its unnecessary details and fussing, there was no hiding the gleam in his eyes 
as he spoke. 


The time passed and flowed so naturally that she didn’t even notice they had already finished 
eating. She just couldn't stop smiling, not even as she sipped wine once they were done with 
dessert. 


At some point, he abruptly stopped mid-sentence and arched his brow at her. "Princess, you 
look like you've been lovestruck." 


"I’m... glad that I’m finally going to see you become the Emperor,” she admitted, looking 
down at her plate as her smile turned a little sad. “I knew it would happen; just never thought 
I’d be around to see the day.” 


There were a few moments of silence, and when she looked up at him, the sorrow in his eyes 
pierced straight through her. He reached across the table and pressed his hand on hers, which 
she had unknowingly clenched into fists around her utensils. 


He brushed a thumb over her knuckles, his voice low and comforting. "If you weren’t here, I 
wouldn’t be around to see the day, either.” 


His eyes were so earnest, but then again, had there ever been a time where they weren’t? That 
was what she loved most about him: the way he never concealed anything from her when it 
came to what he felt and what he thought. 


Repeating cycles of deceit and despair had made her forget how comforting his honesty had 
been in that first life, once upon a time. 


“T do know for sure that if I was ever crowned Emperor without you by my side, it would 
have been the beginning of Eorka’s end,” he said, gently prying the fork away from her grasp, 
before cradling her hand with both of his. “But I can’t do that anymore now, can I? I have to 
be an actual Emperor now. Otherwise, my Princess wouldn’t be happy about it.” 


His eyes were on their joined hands, his gaze soft and full of affection, so much that it twisted 
her emotions painfully in her chest. And though filled with the warmth of his sincerity, she 
couldn’t bear the guilt creeping on her shoulders. It would be unfair to withhold the 
information from him any longer. 


“Your Highness. I’m leaving the duchy at dawn.” 


He lifted his eyes to meet hers, and she saw it all in one instant: shock, disbelief, fear. She 
reached over with her other hand, this time covering his massive ones with hers, squeezing 
them as reassuring as possible despite the throbbing of her own heart. 


“T’ve wanted to be with you before we even met in that first cycle, but after everything that’s 
happened, I just can’t do it straight away,” she said, the vulnerability of his face making it 
unbearable for her to maintain their gaze, and so she glanced down. “And I invited you here 
tonight to tell you that.” 


She couldn’t see his expression, and his body remained still, which only increased the 
unpleasant turmoil of her emotions. 


“You’ve done so much for me already. It’s only been one life where things have unexpectedly 
turned out well. Yet I’m aware of my selfishness, to ask for both your love and your 
patience.” 


Silence stretched between them, and his fingers didn’t even twitch in her grasp. It was a rare 
day for her to feel so heavy and worried, but the full extent of the anxiety built up now. She 
prepared herself for anger and denial--- all of which would be quite justified, especially from 
him. 


Just when the tension was getting too unbearable, he shifted, and she almost flinched as he 
lifted her chin. 


His eyes were soft and affectionate. 


“You are indeed a very selfish woman,” he murmured, voice tinged with resignation and none 
with hostility. “But you deserve to be.” 


She blinked. “W-What? You’re not angry?” 


“T don't like it, but it's difficult to be angry when you admit that you yearn for my love,” he 
said, slightly contemplative as he squeezed her hands. “And you’ve loved me for more than 
one life, so how can I compare that to the short amount of time I’d have to go through while 
waiting for you?” 


A blush dusted her cheeks as she realised that her crush for him, indeed, had transcended 
many cycles. It was strangely embarrassing for him to be the one to point it out. 


"I said I'd give you everything, and if my patience is what you need, then my patience is what 
you'll receive, and more," he declared, huffing out a chuckle. "I've never been a patient man, 
but being in love does wonders to change what a person is willing to tolerate." 


Suddenly, she could breathe a little easier. Of course, it was her fault for assuming Callisto 
would react the same way as the others. Who else in this world would understand her better, 
if not for him? 


Normally she wouldn't care what anybody felt. Even if Callisto was against it, she would still 
leave. 


But to have his support relieved a burden she didn't know she had. 


A small frown graced his lips. "However, I have a question. What exactly do you wish to do 
besides travel?" 


She smiled. "Do you remember a merchant called Sera? You interrogated her some time ago. 
She hires archaeology graduates for excavation projects, and I was thinking of visiting her 
again. I have a feeling she'll hire me to join and learn on the field." 


He scrunched his nose in displeasure. "Why not just attend the academy?" 


"In time, but for now I'd rather get straight to hands-on field work before I rediscover my 
patience and passion for taking classes again." 


He hummed in understanding, before flashing a cheeky grin. "I don't suppose you'll stay if I 
ask this Sera woman to come to the palace?" 


She arched an unimpressed brow. "Even if you did that, I'd still have to travel to complete her 
excavations." 


"I'll order her to bring her excavations to you, then--- ow!" he pouted, rubbing the spot she 
had whacked him. "I'm only giving suggestions." 


"It's not the same!" 


He sighed, massaging the bridge of his nose. "Fine. Then I'll simply make it an imperial order 
for her to hire you." 


Penelope considered this for a few moments with an amused smile. "I think she'll accept me 
regardless, but I suppose an imperial order wouldn't hurt." 


Although she meant that half-jokingly, he lit up at her approval, relieved that there was at 
least one favour she didn't turn down. "Good. Then I'll ensure she pays you appropriately, 
too." 


"Wait! No, don't do that," she grimaced. "I have no institutional or professional accreditation 
for archaeology, so it'll take a while before I could gather enough experience to be paid on the 
same level as an academy graduate. And that's understandable." 


He frowned. "Are you saying you're happy if she pays you some measly sum? It'll be an 
insult to who you are." 


"And who am I, exactly?" she countered, arching her brow. "I'm not a member of the Eckarts, 
and being an Imperial Wizard has little to do with sites of interest." 


He mirrored her expression. "What kind of question is that? You're my lover, of course." 


A minor pang of annoyance shot through her, but she couldn't get angry at this man whose 
childlike sulking was almost too adorable. And it wasn't that he was trying to belittle her; he 
simply didn't understand. 


She stood up with a sigh and proffered a hand, which he took, and she pulled him up to stand. 


"Being your partner is not all there is to me, and I don't want others to measure me by that, 
either," she explained, gently guiding him to the flowerbeds as she looked at him. "I need the 
chance to build my own worth, Your Highness." 


He was silent as he contemplated this new information, and she interlocked their arms as she 
rested her head on his shoulder, admiring the flora underneath moonlight. 


Finally, he turned to her. "Princess, you've saved this empire in more than one way: first, 
from the wrath of Leila, and second, from mine. You have nothing to prove." 


It was strange to hear that. Everything she had ever done was executed for a purpose that 
served herself, and it was never her intention to save anybody else, much less the world. 
Despite the gravity of her deeds, she felt indifferent to hearing them. They were 
inconsequential. 


She huffed a weak laugh and looked away. "Even so, I want everything I do to be a result of 
my own achievements and hard work." 


There was a long silence after that, and she could feel his soft gaze on her. 


Finally, he reached out and tucked a hair behind her ear. "Very well. But I have one more 
question." 


She almost leaned into his palm. "Yes?" 


"Are you leaving tomorrow with no money at all? Has the Duke given you a budget?" 


"Of course not, I refused it," she replied, a small smile gracing her lips. "And I'll have quite a 
sum with me. I had Emily sell almost all my jewels." 


He seemed less than satisfied with this answer. "I'll allocate some of the empire's funds for 
your travels." 


She pinched his arm. "You can't do that! The empire's wealth isn't supposed to be used for 
selfish purposes." 


"You're the sole reason the empire still stands. How is that considered selfish?" 


She couldn't help but roll her eyes, almost laughing in incredulity. "Your Highness, please." 


He huffed in defeat, looking away. "But I don't like the idea of you labouring so hard..." 


"You'll be surprised how much I'll enjoy the work," she chuckled, and he pouted some more 
as he rubbed the tips of her fingers. 


"I also hate the thought of your hands getting dirty and calloused," he complained, like a little 
boy. "And your knees, what if they get scratched and injured?" 


His doting concern filled her heart with a happiness she couldn't describe. He wasn't the most 
enthusiastic about letting her go, but his willingness to compromise for the sake of her 
fulfilment was more than she could ever ask for in a lover. 


Understanding. 


Gently cupping his jaw, his string of muttered complaints faded as she stood on her toes to 
kiss him gently. When she pulled back, his blushing face was locked in surprise. 


"I'll be fine," she reassured. "You trust me, right?" 


He pursed his lips for a moment before releasing an exasperated groan. "You are such an 
insufferable woman." 


She laughed, before looking at him with a steady smile. "You'll wait for me, won't you, 
Callisto?" 


He remained silent for a few moments, and somehow his cheeks flushed a shade deeper. He 
looked away, pressing a hand to his face as he muttered a curse under his breath. 


"Is something wrong?" she asked, concerned. 


"Everything is fine," he insisted, meeting her eyes with a small smirk that failed to cover his 
embarrassment. "It's just that I had always assumed it was the man who was supposed to 
propose to the woman." 


Upon hearing this, she could feel herself blush as well. He was right: she was proposing, and 
she didn't even realise it. 


"I even have a ring currently being prepared, so I could officially give it to you," he smiled 
wryly, lacing their fingers together. "But I should've known the one I love is an 
unconventional person. You beat me to it." 


She giggled. "How does it feel to be the one being proposed?" 


He hummed for a few moments in thought, before leaning a little closer with a smile. "Very 
flattering, actually." 


They shared a look of mirth before their lips met in a sweet kiss. 


"I promise I'll come and visit you," she said sincerely, reaching out to touch his face. "And I 
won't miss your coronation. Not for the world." 


"I bet you won't," he smirked, pressing her palm against his cheek. "If you do, I'll have no 
choice but to release an imperial order for your arrest." 


She rolled her eyes fondly, mesmerised by this fuzzy warmth, and how much more handsome 
he looked under the moonlight. For the first time, she recalled her upcoming journey at dawn 
with a reluctant feeling; because she wanted this moment to last forever. 


But at least she had a home to come back to. 


"I love you, Callisto Regulus." 


Without thinking, she leaned forward again and pressed her lips against his, only this time it 
was charged with a sensual urgency she had never felt before. 


His grunt of surprise indicated he felt this as well... only to return the emotion in equal force. 


As their lips danced, a wave of heat washed over her, especially as he drew closer and 
clasped his hands on her waist. And in that moment, she was relieved the servants knew not 
to interrupt them until they were called. It was going to be a long night. 


She had lost count how many years she spent trapped in that time loop. And though her 
predicament was a physical one, it wasn't until now that she realised her emotions had also 
been imprisoned as well. 


All that time denying herself her true feelings, and finally being able to embrace them--- it 
made her feel like she was soaring. This was freedom: the opportunities to do what she 
wanted; the vulnerability of allowing herself to love, and be loved. 


She no longer had to live in a cage. 


And she knew there was a whole world out there to explore when dawn came, but tonight, for 
just a bit longer, she wanted to discover the universe that is Callisto. 
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